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During the past decades, since the first wave of Feminism in the 1960’s (e.g. Tandon, 
2008: 1-13), gender inequality has been a widely discussed topic. Many movements 
have thriven to guarantee equal rights to all people, many concentrating on the 
inequality perceived to exist between the traditional two sexes1, females and males2. 
Plenty of studies from various fields, such as sociology and economy (e.g. Robeyns, 
2003; Acker, 2006; Fenstermaker et al., 2002; Bruni et al. 2004; Prewitt-Freilino et al., 
2011) have been able to show that gender inequality between the two sexes still exists.  
Some aspects of inequality are more easily fixed than others; western women can now 
vote, work and decide for their own lives, i.e. at least in theory western women are 
equal to western men (e.g. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 34). The more abstract 
reasons for gender inequality lie deep in our mindsets and cultures and are more 
difficult to overcome. One of these concepts still supporting the notion of male 
superiority is the language we use, which has been of interest to linguists and 
sociologists for the past 40 decades, especially in regards to masculine generics (e.g. 
Meyers, 1990: 228). The usage of masculine generics such as man and he, as referents 
for indefinite antecedents or antecedents that include both females and males, might 
have decreased during the past decades, as studies have been able to show that these 
generics are actually highly problematic in their nature (e.g. Earp, 2012: 6-7), but they 
are not extinct yet, as will be shown in chapters 3 and 4. 
Thus the primary purpose of this paper is the study of masculine generics; to first assess 
and present the overall situation of their usage, to consider the consequences of using 
these generics and finally to find out, whether language users would choose to use 
masculine generics and how they perceive these generics, i.e. whether masculine 
generics are still accepted as generics. The former questions will be handled by 
                                                 
1 The notions of sex and gender will be differentiated later on. It is also granted that more genders and 
even sexes may exist, thus the phrase traditional two sexes refers to females and males.  
2 In this paper I shall present the two genders in reference to their alphabetical order, not convention, i.e. 




gathering information from previous studies in chapters 2 and 3 and the latter by 
analyzing the data produced by an online survey, which will be presented in chapter 4.  
As a basis for the rest of the paper, I will first present the linguistic and sociologic field 
of gender and language research, defining the relevant terms sex and gender, 
considering problematic issues that are associated with our prevalent sex and gender 
perception and showing how these are relevant in regards to language use. The 
theoretical part of the paper will thus focus on gender and the use of generics in Finnish 
and English as a Lingua Franca (here meaning English that is not tied to a location), and 
to some extent in other modern Germanic languages for the purpose of comparison. As 
English and Finnish are paired as examples of a natural gender and genderless 
language (see section 2.3.1 and Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2011) in the empirical part of this 
paper, I will also provide an overview of the general gender differences in Finnish and 
Anglo-American cultures in section 2.5. 
The empirical part of this paper will then focus on the online survey concentrating 
primarily on masculine generics in English. The survey gathered approximately 1600 
participants and the goal was to gather information about the participants’ language use 
and attitudes towards language use, mainly in regards to masculine generics and gender 
neutral language. In addition, the participants were asked whether they thought a new, 
gender neutral 3rd person singular pronoun could be added to English; a topic of great 
importance especially to some transgender communities, as will be discussed in section 
2.2.3. To my knowledge, attitudes towards a new 3rd person singular pronoun being 
added to English have not yet been studied, so the survey will provide new information 
(at least) in this regard. 
Both native English speakers and native Finnish speakers who are fluent in English3 
were sought as participants. With this pairing I hoped to gain information of potential 
differences between the speakers of a more gendered language (English) compared to a 
                                                 





seemingly gender free language (Finnish) when using and assessing the gendered 
properties of English.  
Four independent variables were chosen for the analysis, namely native language, 
gender, age and education, which I hoped would reveal differences in the participants’ 
answers. The main hypotheses regarding the survey are as follows: that masculine 
generics are not accepted as generics by everyone; that masculine generics are still 
supported by some, most likely by males and older participants, whereas females and 
younger participants will prefer gender neutral options; that participants with a higher 
level of education will support gender neutral language more than those with a lower 
level of education; that there is a difference in how native English speakers and fluent 
English-speaking native Finnish speakers assess masculine generics and finally that 
there is a difference between how the traditional two genders view masculine generics. 
The results will be presented in chapter 4. 
Finally, it is important to note that gender is used to refer to several meanings within 
this paper; namely the social gender, which refers to a person’s own perception of their 
gender, and semantic (lexical or referential) and grammatical gender, which refer to the 
gender of words. The former will be defined in more detail in section 2.2.1 and the latter 
in section 2.3. Thus in the empirical part, the gender of the participants refers to the 











2 Language and Gender in Theory 
In this chapter I shall summarize the main conclusions of important studies conducted in 
the field of language and gender in general, define the crucial terms sex and gender, and 
then concentrate on how gender functions in language. 
2.1 Previous Research on Language and Gender 
Language and gender has been a much studied topic especially amongst sociolinguistics 
for several decades now. This section will provide some examples of leading studies 
within the field, but surely there are plenty more4. Robin Lakoff’s Language and 
Woman’s Place (1975) discussing the differences between female and male language 
usage opened up the field for many future female (and eventually male) language 
studies. Lakoff’s original study was based on her own experiences and views, and most 
of her book concentrates on listing out characteristics of female talk, as she sees them. 
Some of these characteristics have later on been proven more or less accurate by 
empirical research (for example Masaitiene, 2004). Another pioneering gender linguist 
was Jennifer Coates, who argued that the main difference between female and male 
language use lies in their communicative competence (1986: ch. 6), and not necessarily 
in the actual language use, as Lakoff suggested.  
Deborah Tannen’s somewhat popularized work You just don’t understand (1990) made 
the issue of gender differences in language use visible to a larger audience. Although 
this book was not strictly academic, it provided new, interesting ideas to the field of 
language and gender studies. She for example argued that although men and women use 
language differently, this does not necessarily mean there would be a hierarchical 
element involved, instead she stated that the genderlects are, albeit different, equal with 
each other (1990: 17).  
The battle against sexist language use has also been in the heart of language and gender 
studies. In 1980, in an essay titled Beyond the He/Man Approach: The Case for 
Nonsexist Language, Martyna argued for changes in language use that would support 
                                                 




gender neutrality, especially targeting opponents of such language change, who often 
trivialized the issues of sexist language use (482-482). Indeed, at the time even 
linguistics faculties such as that of Harvard were denying the idea that masculine 
generics were sexist: 
“the fact that the masculine is the unmarked gender in English (…) is simply a feature of 
grammar. It is unlikely to be an impediment to change in the patterns of the sexual 
division of labor towards which our society may wish to evolve. There is really no cause 
for anxiety or pronoun-envy on the part of those seeking such changes” (Goddard, et al., 
1971). 
Martyna’s response to this ideology was that  “[i]f pronouns are as amusingly 
insignificant as some consider them to be, we should expect no outcry were the situation 
reversed and the female pronoun became the generic.” (1980: 484). Moreover, Martyna 
(1980: 487-489) argued that using masculine generics is harmful towards women, as 
they are more often than not interpreted as masculine and not as generics. Further 
empirical studies have reasserted this statement, as will be presented in section 2.3.3. 
2.2 Sex, Gender and the Consequences 
In the following sections I shall try to define the important terms relevant to all 
language and gender studies, i.e. sex and gender, and outline the consequences of the 
distinction. 
2.2.1 Defining Sex and Gender 
The distinction between biological sex and social gender has been of great importance 
within the field of language and gender (e.g. M’Charek, 2005: 97). Defining gender and 
sex is not just a semantic question, instead how we define these terms affects our 
perception of gender and sex and the way we view issues related to them.  
There seems to be a consensus amongst modern language and gender researchers that 
gender is in fact a social construction (e.g. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 9-15, 
Bruni et al., 2004) and it need not correspond with the biological sex of a person5 (albeit 
                                                 
5 It has to be noted that whereas I strictly distinct between gender and sex, there is no distinction made 
between the words female/woman and male/man. Instead these are used interchangeably within this 




it often does). But even though the researchers seem to agree that there is a distinction 
to be made between social gender and biological sex, they have yet to agree to what 
extent, if any, these two correspond naturally, and to what extent social gender agreeing 
with biological sex is just the result of our culture and society (Eckert and McConnell-
Ginet, 2003: 12-15). 
Gender is not something we are born with, rather it is something we have been taught 
and what we have learned growing up (e.g. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 9-15). 
Gender is not something we are, but rather something we do or perform; it is a 
construction of how we act in different situations (e.g. Fenstermaker et al., 2002; Eckert 
and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 9-15). Moreover, Noble proposes that gender is displayed 
most clearly in language use, where it is visible especially in narratives, as “[s]ubjects 
either recognize or misrecognize themselves in femininities and masculinities that 
constitute us and that we, in turn, rearticulate.” (2003: 146).  
The gendering of a person often starts even before birth, as the parents decorate the 
nursery according to socially accepted gender terms (e.g. pink for girls, blue for boys). 
It continues throughout childhood, as parents consciously or unconsciously direct their 
children to behave in a manner appropriate for a girl or a boy, buying them gender 
appropriate toys and rewarding gender appropriate behavior, for example. We are not 
taught to be of a specific gender (based on our biological sex) just by our parents, but 
also by the society and media. Females and males learn how they should walk, talk, eat 
and act partly through the representation of men and women in the media (e.g. Eckert 
and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 9-15).  
Unlike gender, biological sex is conventionally determined by the physical properties of 
a person; by the chromosomal make up and genitalia one has. One might think that the 
definition is thus easy, but recent studies on genetic sex actually show that the sex of a 
person cannot be determined solely by one’s chromosomal make up. M’Charek (2005) 
spent time with the geneticists working on the Human Genome Diversity Project (online 
reference 13), one of which goals was to study the diversity of the XX and XY 
chromosomal patterns. According to M’Charek the geneticists were able to show that 




Y-chromosome would not categorize the individual as a female. M’Charek 
hypothesizes, based on this result, that “sex is performed not as a quality of a sampled 
individual but as that of an individual sample” (M’Charek, 2005: 95)”. This view 
proposes that even the notion of biological sex is tied to the ideology of the society; 
ultimately we decide what biological properties a female or a male ought to have (e.g. 
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 11).  
The current prevalent binary system also fails to recognize those individuals who are 
born with biological properties that do not fit our definition of female and male 
biologically. This has led to “anomalous” babies being surgically altered to better fit the 
preferred prototypes female and male (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 11). 
Whether we ought to acknowledge more sexes and genders will be discussed later in 
section 2.2.3, which is devoted to persons who do not fit the traditional, binary 
definitions of female and male either on a biological or a social level, or on neither. 
2.2.2 The Female – Male Dichotomy 
Leaving the question of how many genders – or even sexes! – there actually are aside, 
the polarization of females and males has proven to be problematic as well. It has been 
suggested by several language and gender researchers that instead of viewing females 
and males as total opposites, we should rather view gender as a continuous scale of 
femininities and masculinities (e.g. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 36-38). Not 
every person identifies with the stereotypical image of females and males (e.g. weak 
caretakers and strong leaders), nor do they perform their gender as strongly in every 
situation, i.e. gender is also flexible and not a constant construction. The stereotypes of 
femaleness and maleness often cause trouble to persons who do not fit these 
stereotypes, thus a broader gender perception is needed.  
2.2.3 The Other Gender 
The focus of this paper lies mainly on the two traditional genders, but this is not to say 
these would be the only existing genders – or even sexes. Based on the feedback I got 
from the survey (see chapter 4.3.2 and Appendix C) and discussions I had with various 




interested or engaged in matters relevant to those who feel a need for a broader gender 
ideology, I felt this issue needed to be discussed within this paper as well, especially as 
the survey gathered some presumably genderqueer participants as well.  
Our prevalent, binary perception of gender and sex is problematic since it excludes 
those individuals who do not fit our perception of females and males. These people are 
often viewed as a small minority, but a study conducted on the frequency of 
intersexuality shows “that approximately 1.7% of all live births do not conform to a 
Platonic ideal of absolute sex chromosome, gonadal, genital, and hormonal 
dimorphisms” (Blackless et al., 2000: 161), i.e. one baby out of a hundred does not fit 
the confined categories female and male. Moreover, it is unclear how many of those 
individuals who fit the physical criteria of female or male sex, still identify their gender 
as something else.  
There are some cultures that recognize more genders than female and male, but the 
other genders are still seen as anomalous, as something abnormal (Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 12). The western culture has slowly shifted towards 
acknowledging more genders as well, as for example in Australia a person can now 
have a gender identifier x on their passport, instead of the traditional f and m (online 
reference 38).  
However, the gender terminology is still so to speak under construction. Not having the 
right terms affects not only our lingual system, but also the common perception of 
gender, as for example Livia (2000: 166) argues. The terms transsexual and 
transgender seem to be in common use, but they are often used interchangeably which 
can be confusing: for example the Merriam-Webster dictionary defines them very 
similarly as someone “who identifies with or expresses a gender identity that differs 
from the one which corresponds to the person’s sex at birth” (online references 35 and 
36). However, the general distinction between the two terms seems to be that a 
transsexual wishes to alter their sex, whereas a transgender person does not feel the 
need for his or her sex and gender to agree (e.g. online reference 37). On top of these 
terms, androgyne is in common use as well, defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary 




reference 1), which seems a bit vague and also supports the idea that females can only 
have female characteristics and males only male characteristics. 
The high number of different kind of official and unofficial organizations (such as 
Minus18, The Gender Centre, Transgender Europe, Global Action for Trans Equality; 
online references 16, 10, 29 and 9 respectively) pursuing for equal rights for non-binary 
genders and new gender terms strongly suggests that there is indeed a need for new 
gender terms to be accepted and taken into wider use in society. Recently, genderqueer 
has been adopted by some subcultures to be used as an umbrella term for people who do 
not identify as any commonly accepted gender (e.g. North American Lexicon of 
Transgender Terms, online reference 17). In the beginning of 2014 the social media site 
Facebook took a stance and added a total of 58 non-binary gender options for English 
Facebook users (online reference 12), including terms such as androgyne, bi-gender (a 
person identifying themselves as both female and male), transgender and pangender 
(someone who feels they represent all genders simultaneously). Some of these terms 
may seem to overlap in meaning, and indeed the differences are sometimes rather 
delicate in nature. It remains to be seen, whether a more stable and commonly accepted 
terminology will appear.  
What is of special interest to this study is the genderqueer communities’ strive for a new 
genderless pronoun to be accepted more widely in society. It seems only natural that if 
one does not identify as either female or male, one would also not like to be referred to 
with the pronouns he and she. The lack of a fitting pronoun may cause persons who do 
not identify as female or male to feel not accepted; that they are not included so to speak 
(as told by the transgender youth of Minus18 for example, online reference 16). Noble, 
whose book Masculinities without Men? Female Masculinity in Twentieth-Century 
Fiction partly concentrated on the famous case of Brandon Teena (online reference 2), 
also views the lack of appropriate pronouns for transgendered persons as problematic;  
“The contestation and rearticulation of gender variant subjectivities in language (…) 
which exist outside the supposedly referential epistemology and linguistic system, 
function as touchstones for what can be (somewhat reductively) identified as the noisy 
and dialogic condition, if not crisis, of language and bodies in postmodernity (…) that 
crisis of language is particularly evident in the deployment of gendered pronouns” 




More on attempts of introducing new pronouns in section 2.3.2.3. 
2.2.4 Relevance to Language Use 
What is of interest to this study, is whether our (gendered) language use can affect the 
way we perceive things and perhaps eventually even how we act in certain situations. 
Our physiology might not determine how we use language (Eckert and McConnell-
Ginet, 2003: 13), i.e. our biological sex does not make us speak in a certain way 
(excluding phonological properties such as the pitch of our voice or certain speech 
defects due to an individual’s anatomy), but our learned gender patterns do. As boys 
and girls are taught to act in a certain, gender appropriate way, they are inevitably also 
taught to speak in a certain manner (e.g. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003).  
Does language use then affect our reality and our perception thereof? The well-known 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (never co-published, for individual works e.g. Mandelbaum, 
1949 and Carrol, 1956) was controversial at the time and two schools quickly emerged: 
the ‘stronger’ version of the hypothesis called linguistic determinism claims that the 
structure of language inevitably determines our thought processes, whereas the ‘weaker’ 
version, linguistic relativity, proposes that language affects or influences our thinking 
and perceptions (e.g. Robins, 1976: 100). Linguistic relativity, which is more widely 
accepted, thus suggests that although language affects our thoughts, perception of things 
and even attitudes, we are not powerless before this process but actually possess the 
power to make changes to both the language and our thinking. 
If we accept the hypothesis of linguistic relativism, it is rather clear that the words we 
use when referring to people are of great importance, as they will affect the way we 
perceive these people. As will be demonstrated later in this paper, using masculine 
generics for example, results in us perceiving the world as male dominant and thus 
increases female (and ‘other’ gender) invisibility. The idea of linguistic relativism was 
also reproduced in the survey, to see how the participants felt about language potentially 




 2.3 Gender in Language 
There are quite a few different kinds of gender systems in languages, of which the most 
common ones will be presented within this chapter. Essentially there are languages with 
grammatical gender systems and languages that only recognize gender semantically in 
varying degrees. Semantic gender is usually visible only in (some) nouns (including 
pronouns), but grammatical gender can realize in other word classes as well, such as 
adjectives and verbs (e.g. Corbett, 2013). 
Semantic gender is recognized in most languages. Most commonly, animate nouns that 
are used to refer to a person of a certain sex (or social gender) bear semantic gender, i.e. 
the gender of the real life referent is depicted in the word itself (man, woman, boy, girl, 
aunt, uncle, etc.). As an exception, unborn babies, whose gender is yet not known, are 
often referred to with the inanimate 3rd person pronoun it (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 
2003: 255). Semantic gender in the form of referential gender, i.e. the noun or 
pronoun’s gender refers to the ‘real-life’ gender of the referent (e.g. Dahl, 2000: 105-
113; Hellinger and Bußmann, 2003: 8), is also often granted to animals that are 
considered to have higher intellectual properties, e.g. horses and dogs6 are often referred 
to with pronouns and nouns corresponding with their sex, whereas chipmunks and rats 
are usually referred to with the gender neutral it. Semantic gender can sometimes also 
be assigned to inanimate nouns; for example in English there is a convention that ships 
are feminine and referred to with she (e.g. Dahl, 2000: 105). Based on these kind of 
usages, Siemund (2008: 1-19) argues that the traditional, semantic gender assignment to 
English pronouns (he for male, she for female and it for all other entities) is not fully 
representative of their actual use. Siemund also found rarer occurrences of referring to 
inanimate objects such as table, house and knife with he in some dialects such as are 
found in Southwest England (Siemund, 2008: 244). However, these usages are rather 
marginal, and in most cases the pronominal gender is assigned semantically.  
                                                 
6 In English dogs in general are usually seen as masculine and cats feminine, but this does not usually 




Grammatical gender systems are found in languages such as German, where 
grammatical gender is assigned to all nouns and can include categories such as feminine, 
masculine and neuter genera7 (Unterbeck, 2000: xv-xliv). Some languages such as 
Swedish, Norwegian and Dutch, all Germanic languages, have ‘declined’ from the old 
Germanic system of three grammatical genera to only two genera. In Swedish and 
Norwegian, the two grammatical genera are utrum and neutrum, the first one including 
once feminine and masculine words and the latter neuter words. The Dutch gender 
system falls somewhere in between the Swedish and German systems, as nouns are still 
viewed as feminine, masculine or neuter, but they are divided into only two gender 
classes, where feminine and masculine words gain the article de and neuter words het. 
The remaining gender of the de-words can be seen in the personal pronouns used when 
referring to them: a de-word, table (de tafel), is referred to with zij, the feminine 3rd 
person pronoun (Gerritsen, 2003: 82). English has also once had a grammatical gender 
system; the traditional three Germanic genera were used in Old English (e.g. Mitchell 
and Robinson, 2012, chapter 3), but through language evolution the gender system has 
evolved to only recognize semantic gender. 
The grammatical gender of a word is often defined by formal criteria such as the 
morphological properties of the noun (e.g. suffixes), but the assignment itself is mostly 
arbitrary. It also does not necessarily agree with the semantic or referential (e.g. 
pronominal) gender of a noun (e.g. Dahl, 2000: 105-106). For example the German 
noun for girl is a neuter and not a feminine by grammatical gender, das Mädchen, but 
surely a Mädchen is still of female gender (referential gender). Thus Mädchen can be 
referred to with either the neuter 3rd person singular pronoun es or the feminine 3rd 
person singular pronoun sie (e.g. Dahl, 2000: 107).  
The notion of grammatical gender is not unproblematic. Trudgill describes grammatical 
gender as obscure as it bears little function other than categorizing words, at least in 
comparison with natural (semantic) gender which serves to identify the actual gender or 
                                                 
7 Some languages have an even more complex gender system, for example the Ngangikurrunggurr 
language spoken in northern Australia has 9 genders, of which some are reserved for such objects as 




sex of the referent (Trudgill, 1999: 136-140). Leaving the question of the usefulness of 
grammatical gender aside, more important is whether grammatical gender also affects 
our perception of reality, as has been suggested. The origin of assigning grammatical 
gender onto words has strong connections with biological sex; for example the German 
grammarian Jakob Grimm viewed grammatical gender as an extension of biological 
sex; he thought certain qualities were either masculine or feminine, and suggested for 
example that nouns that depicted large size, strength, activity and creativity were to be 
masculine and those that depicted fragility, small sizes and passivity were to be 
feminine (Romaine, 1997: 53). Taking this into account, it is not surprising that we 
might attach certain ideas on inanimate objects based on their grammatical gender. For 
example Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003: 65-66) argue that even though 
grammatical and social gender are different notions, they are still linked to each other, 
and not only explicitly as in the word for woman in German being of feminine gender 
(die Frau), but also implicitly in words that do not carry any actual social gender 
properties e.g. German; der Tisch (masc.), French; la table (fem.). The link between 
social and grammatical gender becomes clearer when people are asked to imagine a 
certain inanimate object as a person; French poets for example will describe the moon 
as a female (la lune [fem.]) whereas the Germans view it as a male (der Mond [masc.]) 
(Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003; 68).  
Moreover, masculine is the unmarked gender (both semantical and grammatical) in 
most (western) languages, whereas the feminine is the unmarked gender only in some 
Australian Aboriginal languages (Hellinger and Bußmann, 2003: 9). This is likely due 
to historical reasons, as the majority of modern (western) cultures were (and are) 
patriarchal and have traditionally placed more value on males than on females. 
Masculine being the unmarked gender can be seen for example in the common generics 
(e.g. mankind) being masculine as well. 
2.3.1 Gendered, Genderless and Natural Gender Languages 
Within this study I will refer to different languages as either gendered or genderless, or 
having a natural gender system, as defined by Prewitt-Freilino et al. (2011: 269). 




are viewed to have so to speak the most gendered system, as all nouns are gendered. 
Languages such as English that recognize semantic gender are called natural gender 
languages, as in most cases the referential gender will agree with the ‘natural’ gender of 
the referent. As genderless languages Prewitt-Freilino et al. view languages with no 
explicit gender system (only referential gender in nouns, e.g. man and woman), such as 
Finnish and Turkish. Unlike English, Finnish does not have gendered pronouns, as the 
singular 3rd person pronoun hän is gender neutral and can be used to refer to a person of 
any gender. However, it is important to note that the lack of grammatical gender does 
not necessarily reflect gender neutrality in the society (nor vice versa), as other aspects, 
such as economic and social aspects, affect gender neutrality as well (Prewitt-Freilino et 
al., 2011: 269). Moreover, genderless languages may still use gendered, even sexist 
forms; consider the Finnish phrase Jokamiehen oikeudet, which is in common use and 
directly translates to Every man’s rights. A masculine form is used even though the 
phrase refers to both genders (more on the problematics of masculine generics in 
chapter 2.3.3). 
2.3.2 The Case of Pronouns and Generics 
The purpose of this chapter will be to first define the group of pronouns and display 
their general use in different languages, then move on to establish the notion of generics 
and study their use in languages and lastly take a look at various attempts to introduce a 
new gender neutral pronoun to English. 
2.3.2.1 Personal Pronouns 
Personal pronouns are a subordinate noun class and they are often considered a closed 
group in terms of grammar (for example Huddleston, 1984: 232), i.e. every language 
has a set number of personal pronouns used to refer to animate and inanimate objects. 
Viewing pronouns as a closed group would imply that they present unchangeable 
conditions. Thus it would be easy to assume that the number and quality of personal 
pronouns would be the same in all languages, as after all, the references are the same as 
well (humans and objects the). However, this is not the case. Most natural languages 
agree in terms of number and person, i.e. they have personal pronouns for singular and 




Most commonly languages are gender distinctive only in the 3rd person (Siewierska, 
2013). Germanic languages such as English, Swedish, Dutch and German make a 
distinction between inanimate (non-human) and animate (human) 3rd person singular 
pronouns and between the gender of the animate 3rd person singular pronouns (he, she/ 
han, hon/ hij, zij/ er, sie).  Some languages such as French (a romance language), make 
a gender distinction also in the 3rd person plural pronouns; ils refers to an all male group 
or a mixed gender group, while elles can only refer to an all female group.  
There are some languages, such as the Semitic languages Arabic, Hebrew and Hausa, 
that make a gender distinction even in the 1st or 2nd person pronouns, but according to 
Siewierska there are only 2 language that make the distinction only in the 1st and 2nd 
person singular forms, namely the Afro-Asiatic Burunge and Iraqw (Siewierska, 2013).  
The majority, a total of 254 languages of all 378 studied languages (67%) do not make 
any gender distinctions (Siewierska, 2013). Languages such as Hungarian, Turkish and 
Finnish, and most Creoles according to Trudgill (1999: 139) “have no gender in their 
pronominal systems and manage perfectly well without”. It is rather interesting, that 
although languages that have genderless pronominal systems make up a clear majority, 
some of the languages that have the most native speakers (online reference 5), such as 
Spanish and English, make a gender distinction in their 3rd person singular pronouns. 
An important question relevant also for this study is, whether this difference in 
languages bears relevance to gender equality; this will be discussed in section 2.3.3.  
Genderless 3rd person singular pronouns, sometimes also called epicene pronouns 
(Everett, 2011: 134), are not found only in genderless languages, such as Finnish. 
Instead, in English for example, the non-gendered they as a singular has been in use for 
hundreds of years already, albeit unrecognized by prescriptivists (Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 256). Another interesting example of a natural gender 
language that has adopted a gender neutral 3rd person singular pronoun is Swedish, 
where the more or less artificial addition of hen has been quite a success, although it is 
not fully in common use yet (online reference 11).  
Based on these notions, the pronoun system does not seem to be fully fixed, i.e. changes 




2.3.2.2 Generics in Germanic Languages and Finnish 
Sometimes called false generics (for example Hellinger and Bußmann, 2003: 9), the 
generics considered here are words that denote a masculine (or in some rare cases a 
feminine) meaning but are still used to refer to both genders, hence the idea of falseness.  
Man and he are probably the most common masculine generics. Historically the generic 
nature of man was still accurate in Early English, when man was actually gender neutral 
and simply meant human. When gender needed to be depicted, another gendered noun 
needed to be used in addition (Peitsara, 2006: 115-116). However, according to Peitsara 
(2006: 115-116), in Middle and Early Modern English the sex-specific man gained 
more usage. The trend of understanding man and he as gender specific terms seems to 
continue, as studies have shown these are more often than not understood as such (e.g. 
Harrison and Passero, 1975). Thus the meaning of these generics is not easily 
determined; for example Martyna (1980: 485) argues that  
“the question of what ‘he’ and ‘man’ really mean is fully answered neither by turning to 
dictionary definitions nor by consulting the intentions of their users. Good intentions are 
not enough, unfortunately, to guarantee that generic meaning will be conveyed. And 
guided tours through Latin and Old English are not enough to guarantee that the generic 
masculine is used clearly and fairly today”.  
Holmes also points out that the interpretation of a masculine generic may vary from 
individual to individual and even the speaker may “slip” from the generic use to simply 
talk about males (2003: 124).  
Besides English, the generics he and man are found in other Germanic languages as 
well (e.g. Swedish, Norwegian, Icelandic, Danish, Dutch and German). For example in 
German the word for human itself is masculine, der Mensch, which results in the 
referring pronoun being a masculine as well, er (he). As most common ‘actors’ that 
refer to both genders (e.g. der Lehrer, der Lerner, der Bürger [teacher, learner, citizen]) 
are masculine in German, the generic er is used often.  
Indefinite pronouns, which are mostly gender neutral in English (everybody, anybody, 
each, etc.) are gendered in many languages that have a grammatical gender system. In 




(Gunnarsdotter Grönberg, 2003: 170). The same applies to German, where the word 
Jeder (everybody) when used independently is a masculine (it can also be used as an 
article word before nouns similarly to the English every, and in these cases it will inflect 
according to the gender of the noun; e.g. jede Frau, every woman). Moreover, even the 
gender neutral English indefinite pronouns (everybody, anybody, etc.) are traditionally 
referred to with he (e.g. Hellinger, 2001: 108). 
Many Germanic languages, for example German and Swedish, also have an indefinite 
pronoun man that functions as a generic for example in common statements, e.g. in 
German Man muss essen, wenn er Hunger hat (one must eat when one is hungry) and in 
Swedish man kan gå om man vill (one can go if one wants to). It has sometimes been 
argued that this man has no connection with the man/Mann nouns, but the indefinite 
pronoun man still remains a masculine generic as it will be referred to with the 
masculine 3rd person singular pronoun. Additionally, Swedish also has a common 
female generic, as hon (she) is used as a referent for generic words such as människa 
(human) nästa (the next one) and sämsta (the worst one). According to Hornscheidt 
(2003: 350) this is due to a “formal agreement rule for human nouns ending in –a” 
being feminine. A new addition to Swedish is the gender neutral 3rd person singular 
pronoun hen, which can be used instead of the han and hon generics.  
Man is also often used in compound words denoting a group of humans or an 
occupation, i.e. these are also masculine generics. In English there are such 
combinations as mankind and occupational terms such as postman, milkman and 
seaman (e.g. Peitsara, 2006: 113). These compound words are common in other 
Germanic languages too; in Norwegian one can be a levemann (man about town) or a 
hedersmann (a man of honor) (Bull and Swan, 2003: 239).  
Even seemingly genderless languages such as Finnish often still use gendered generics. 
Finns will talk about jokamiehen oikeudet (every man’s rights), they refer to their 
ancestors as esi-isä (forefather) and a crew of a ship is called miehistö (Engelberg, 
2003: 114). Engelberg mentions some female generics as well, but they are of a 
different type, not so much used to refer to people, but to other entities; for example 




connotation seems fairly logical, as mothers are often enough seen as the prime 
caretakers of children, but the logic, if there is any, of the second one is not as easily 
explained. Engelberg proposes that the connection of family with femininity has led to 
Finnish having such feminine generics (Engelberg, 2003: 115). 
2.3.2.3 The Epicene Pronoun – Attempts that failed? 
The opposition against making changes in the pronoun system has been strong and still 
is, but there are some researchers, who believe adding a new, epicene pronoun would be 
beneficial. Everett argues that the absence of epicene pronouns in a language is 
somewhat of a disadvantage:  
“For example, in those cases in which the gender of a referent is unclear, irrelevant, or 
in some way mixed, the lack of a gender-neutral option in a pronominal reference 
system seems to preclude the requisite gender neutrality” (2011: 134). 
There is an abundance of suggestions for a new, gender neutral pronoun, e.g. hi, hiser, 
hesh and shem (in subject form), as listed by Professor Dennis Baron (1981: 88-95). As 
Baron’s glossary illustrates, there have been attempts to create a gender neutral, singular 
3rd person pronoun ever since the 19th century, but most have remained suggestions and 
have not been in use by others than their creators perhaps. However, the number of 
attempts proves that there are people who believe a new pronoun ought to be added to 
English. 
Many of the attempts have been made by feminist writers, as for example Livia 
discusses; writers such as Dorothy Bryant and June Arnold have ‘invented’ their own 
gender neutral pronouns, kin and na respectively, and used them in their writing, thus at 
least challenging the reader to question the choice of the writer, and the ideological 
motivation behind these terms (2000: 138). Thus, Livia argues, these experiments 
should not be viewed as failures but that they point “the way to future developments and 
show[-] up the inadequacies of the existing system” (2000: 159).  
An interesting case in this regard is the famous science fiction writer Ursula K. Le Guin, 
who at first was opposed to neologistic gender neutral pronouns but later on started to 




using the masculine generic he in reference to all genders of a fantasy species in her 
novel The Left Hand of Darkness (Livia, 2000: 137-138), Le Guin responded by writing 
an essay Is Gender necessary? (1979), stating that she “utterly refuse[s] to mangle 
English by incenting a pronoun for ‘he/she.’ ‘He’ is the generic pronoun, damn it.” 
(1979). Less than a decade later, Le Guin wrote a redux of the essay, with a new 
declaration: “I dislike the so-called generic pronouns he/him/his which exclude women 
from discourse (…) [singular] they/them/their should be restored (…) and let the 
pedants and pundits squeak and gibber in the streets” (1989). Later, Le Guin changed 
her style once again and used she as a generic to refer to both sexes in her novel The 
Winter’s King (1997) and later even suggested a new, gender neutral pronoun e herself, 
even though she earlier announced neologistic pronouns were “dreary” (Livia, 2000: 
143). This example of Le Guin shows that people’s opinions regarding language use 
and change are not set in stone. 
Recently attempts to establish a new gender neutral pronoun have been made not only 
by individuals, but also by certain organizations, and these seem to have gained more 
visibility than the earlier attempts. Organizations such as the Australian Minus18 (see 
online reference16), a community for transgendered youth, have campaigned for a new 
pronoun, xe (pronounced as: /zi/), to be used for people who do not identify as female or 
male. In their campaign they also mention they, ze (pronounced as: /zə/) and ey (/eɪ/) as 
options for gender neutral 3rd person singular pronouns. The corresponding inflected 
forms for these are suggested to be xem, zem, em; xyr, zir, eir; xemself, zemself, emself 
respectively.  
In spite of “proscriptive efforts to abolish the usage of a plural pronoun to refer to a 
singular referent”, as Everett puts it (2011: 134), singular they as an alternative to the 
generic he has been used for some centuries quite widely in English. The results of 
Balhorn’s study show that singular they is the preferred pronoun; it was used in 61% of 
all cases in the nonquoted texts and in 89% of all cases in the quoted texts, collected 
from the chosen five American newspapers (Balhorn, 2009: 399-409).  
 However, the use of the singular they is somewhat restricted, since it is mostly used in 




generic (such as everybody loves their mother). Consequently, singular they is quite 
unheard of with proper names (e.g. Chris had their cat on their lap), thus it is not really 
usable when referring to definite human antecedents (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 
2003: 256).  
2.3.3 Effects of Gender and Generics in Language 
“Those who oppose the generic masculine are concerned with both equal rights and equal 
words. Nonsexist language would not only reflect a move toward a nonsexist ideology; it 
would also function in itself as one form of social equality. Eliminating the ambiguity and 
sex exclusiveness of the he/man approach would enable us to communicate more clearly 
and fairly about the sexes.” (Martyna, 1980: 487)  
As discussed earlier, linguistic relativism proposes that language use does indeed affect 
our perception and attitudes. If and how then, does our gendered language use affect our 
perception of gender equality for example? Does using masculine generics support 
inequality between the genders?  
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet argue that linguistic conventions that are based on 
ideologies at least implicitly support the ideology in question (2003: 34). The usage of 
masculine generics has its roots in historical ideologies of male superiority, for example 
Wilson stated in the 16th century: ”Let us kepe a natural order and set the man before the 
woman for maners Sake” in reference to phrases such as man and woman, husband and 
wife and male and female (cited in Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 34). As innocent 
as this convention might seem, it is based on the ideology of male superiority; just like 
masculine generics as well, as they support the idea that being human equals to being 
male, which in all seriousness used to be the prevalent perception in many cultures 
before the 17th century (e.g. Alenius, 2012). 
But to what extent and how does gender in language affect our perception is not easily 
determined. Wodak (2005: 520) argues that since language is constructed by our 
perception of reality, the inequality between men and women is realized in language, 
which then again influences our views and ideologies. 
The study by Prewitt-Freilino et al. also attends to this issue, but from the point of view 




perception of non-human objects, it might similarly affect the social, economic and 
political standings of men and women (Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2011: 269). The results of 
their study show that there are indeed differences and also consistencies in languages 
with different gender systems in regards to the gender equality in the respective 
countries. They found support for their hypothesis, as countries in which gendered 
languages are spoken “evidence[d] less gender equality than countries that speak natural 
gender or genderless languages” (Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2011: 278, 277-280). Their 
findings also suggested that countries of natural gender language speakers “may be even 
more apt to exhibit gender equality” than countries in which genderless and gendered 
languages are spoken (Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2011: 278). This supports the notion that 
genderless languages are not necessarily gender neutral. 
It has been argued often that using masculine generics results in female invisibility; 
devaluing and even excluding the female gender and denoting the male gender as the 
norm (for example Earp, 2012: 5-7, Hamilton 1988 and Martyna, 1980). Wodak also 
argues that women often “find themselves in situations in which their identity as a 
human being is not ratified, for the simple reason that they are not perceived or 
discursively constructed as members of the human species or other groups that they 
actually belong to” (2005: 519). As examples she gives such famous quotes as the 
passage from “Ode to Joy” that states “All people will become brothers” and the Ninth 
Commandment that proclaims “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s wife”. According 
to Wodak, “it seems generally implied that women should, may, must (--) feel that they 
are also being addressed”, in regards to masculine generics (Wodak, 2005: 519). 
Schneider and Hacker (1973: 12) also argue that the use of masculine generics “may 
serve to ‘filter out’ women, largely by suggesting imagery appropriate only or primarily 
to men”, i.e. they invoke the hearer or reader to think of a male instead of a generic 
human being. 
Studies have actually clearly shown that when speakers of English are asked to identify 
the referent of a masculine generic, most of them will identify the person in question as 
a male. Harrison and Passero (1975) for example asked participants to illustrate a story 




pictures of men and boys almost exclusively. Schneider and Hacker’s study (1973) 
produced similar results; they conducted an experiment where students were supplied 
with various pictures and were asked to choose appropriate imagery for the provided 
texts using masculine generics. Approximately 64% of their participants linked male 
images to text extracts using the generic man (1973: 14). Hamilton, Hunter and Stuart-
Smith’s (1992) study focused on how the generic he in law texts might affect the jury’s 
decision. As “jurors” they used 72 introductory psychology students, of which 37 were 
males and 33 females and 2 did not inform their sex (Hamilton et al., 1992: 171). They 
divided the participants into three groups, gave them a law case to ’judge’ and provided 
each with a variant of the same law text on the subject of self-defense; one using the 
original generic he, one the he or she construction and one used generic she. They asked 
the participants, whether they felt the accused woman was acting in self-defense or not. 
Only 5 out of the 24 participants who read the original law text with the generic he felt 
that the woman had acted in self-defense, whereas 16 (out of 24 as well) participants 
who read the law text with the construction he or she, viewed the action as self-defense 
and of those who read the text with she pronouns, 11 agreed to the self-defense claim; 
quite clearly, the accused woman was not viewed to be included in the generic he 
(Hamilton et al., 1992: 175). This result seems highly significant as the male bias is 
demonstrated on such a concrete level, resulting in a different outcome in a mock-trial.  
Interestingly enough the pattern of male bias repeats itself even with seemingly gender 
neutral words, which implies that male is indeed still perceived as the norm of ‘human’; 
Wodak argues that seemingly gender neutral terms such as doctor, politician or every 
and one, still apply to men more often than to women (2005: 519). This is likely due to 
historical reasons, such as the western society being highly patriarchal and male 
dominant for hundreds of years, creating an atmosphere of male superiority, which 
supports the idea of male as a norm for a human being. Braun calls this phenomenon the 
MAN principle (1997: 16).  
A study by Gygax et al. confirmed the MAN principle to some extent but showed also 
that there are some female-specific neutral terms as well. The results showed that 




mechanic as sex-specific, connecting them with the stereotypical gender; musicians and 
mechanics as men and beauticians as women (Gygax et al., 2008: 473, 479). 
The MAN principle has been reported to exist in genderless languages as well. 
Engelberg’s study of generics in Finnish (2003:117) showed that male participants 
viewed genderless generics (such as maksaja [payer]) as male-specific significantly 
more often than female participants did. Moreover, when asking participants to identify 
the referents of masculine generics, 56% of the participants (both female and male) 
perceived them as male, 42% as gender-neutral and only 3% as female. In a later study 
Engelberg conducted to confirm the results, she received much higher rates supporting 
the male-bias underlying even genderless languages; 65% of the female participants and 
90% of the male participants produced male referents for the studied generics. The man 
as norm principle and masculine as the unmarked gender is seen in Finnish also in the 
way we tend to attach feminine indicators to seemingly genderless words; 
naispresidentti (female president) and naiskomissaari (female commissar) are often 
used, even though the words presidentti and komissaari are not lexically gendered per 
se (Engelberg, 2003: 119).  
Braun has also studied how the male dominance in language is seen in translations of 
genderless languages: By comparing German and English translations of originally 
Finnish texts, she studied the translation of the third person singular, gender neutral 
pronoun hän and other genderless nouns such as ystävä (friend), when used in their 
generic meaning and not referring to a specific person. The results showed that in 77% 
of the cases the translator had chosen a male referent (such as the generic he), and in 
only 11% of the cases a more correct referent depicting both females and males was 
used (Braun, 1997: 9-18). 
Everett’s study on gender perception focused on finding out whether there was a 
significant difference in the male-biased perception of gender-neutral stimuli between 
speakers of a gendered language (English) and a genderless language (Karitiâna, a Tupí 
language spoken in northwest Brazil). Albeit Everett’s results were not fully conclusive, 




perception of gender-neutral stimuli (as was used in the empirical study) than gendered 
languages (Everett, 2011: 146-149). 
Another widely discussed topic within gender inequality has been masculine generic job 
titles, such as policeman and chairman (e.g. Hellinger, 2001: 108). A study by 
McConnell and Fazio (1995: 1009-1011) concentrating on the effects of gender-marked 
language was able to show that job titles formed with the man-suffix are generally 
perceived as masculine and are thus unwelcoming for potential female employees. 
However, the use of masculine generic job titles such as policeman or fireman has 
significantly decreased during the past decades, as equivalent gender neutral terms such 
as police officer and chair(person) have come into use. Balhorn’s statistics of 
newspaper usage show that for example the use of fireman, which in the 1950’s was 
used 93% of the time when referring to the occupation, has been widely replaced by the 
gender neutral term firefighter, which in 2006 comprised 90% of references in the 
studied American newspapers (Balhorn, 2009: 392). 
2.4 Gender Policies  
Since the question of language use affecting gender equality has arisen, various ways of 
avoiding the generic he have come to use: for example using both pronouns he or she, 
using a slash s/he, using singular they, pluralizing the antecedent or dropping the 
pronoun altogether (e.g. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 69). Less frequently used 
options include alternating between the generic he and she and using only the generic 
she (see chapter 3). There seems to be no consensus regarding the usage of non-sexist 
generics. For example, some oppose the use of they as a generic pronoun, since it causes 
syntactic problems with the verb-subject congruence (Wallraff, 2000: 31). However, 
this suggested problem is prescriptive in its nature and ceases to exist when they is 
perceived also as a singular pronoun. The he or she constructions are viewed as clumsy 
or otherwise stylistically not fitting by some (as some of the participants of the survey 
expressed for example) and the generic she is often viewed as female biased.  
Regarding the different options of avoiding masculine generics in English, Stahlberg et 




they, he or she and some new, gender neutral pronouns such as e and tey. The findings 
were that “explicit reference to women (s/he, she or he) evoke more ‘female’ 
associations than singular they” and that consequently singular they is perceived as most 
neutral. They also noted that the alternative generics function effectively as well 
(Stahlberg et al. (2007: 174-175). Thus it would seem that the singular they or a new, 
gender neutral, singular 3rd person pronoun would best fit the needs of gender equal 
language use.  
In Germanic languages, different ways of avoiding the use of masculine generics have 
come to use. In German the suffix –in is used to make the unmarked masculine terms 
feminine: Lehrer – Lehrerin, Kanzler – Kanzlerin (teacher, female teacher; chancellor 
and female chancelor). The same possibility exists in Icelandic, changing the masculine 
ending –ur or –i to the feminine –a, but it is rarely used (Gunnarsdotter Grönberg, 2003: 
173).  However, the feminine occupational titles are always marked for female gender, 
whereas, at least in theory, the masculine equivalents can refer to both genders.  
Although Swedish does not have masculine and feminine genera anymore, there are 
specific feminine suffixes such as –inna, and –ska that can be used to make a noun 
feminine; lärare – lärarinna, arbetare – arbeterska (teacher, female teacher; worker, 
female worker). However, these suffixes are not applicable to all nouns and as the 
common nouns such as lärare and arbetare themselves are not masculine (anymore), 
using the feminine forms is not very common nowadays (Hornscheidt, 2003: 348). 
Much like in Swedish, the suffix –tress in English denotes feminine meaning in words 
like actress or ancestress, but the English suffix is even less productive than its Swedish 
counterpart, as it is found only in a few nouns and cannot be added to all human nouns, 
like the feminine marker –in in German for example (with just a couple of exceptions). 
Man-compounds are common in all Germanic languages. Sometimes the man can be 
replaced by woman, but the feminine compounds are always marked for female gender 
only, whereas at least in theory, the masculine equivalents can refer to both genders. For 
example in Swedish; affärsman can turn into affärskvinna, in German Kaufmann to 
Kauffrau and in English businessman to businesswoman. Replacing man with woman is 




with kona, woman (Gunnarsdotter Grönberg, 2003: 173), but it is not as common as in 
other Germanic languages. In English, genderless options seem to be more common 
than the woman-equivalents; chairperson or chair instead of chairwoman/man or 
firefighter instead of firewoman/man. Moreover, Romaine concludes that the genderless 
occupational titles chairperson and salesperson are more often used when referring to 
women than men (Romaine, 2003: 173). 
Since studies have shown convincingly (as has been recited in previous chapters) that 
there is a connection between sexist language use and actual sexism and gender 
inequality, it is not surprising that different organizations, both official and unofficial, 
have created various guidelines to gender equal language use. For example, as Braun 
lists, organizations such as the American Psychological Association, companies such as 
McGraw-Hill and even governmental institutions such as the Frauenbüro der Stadt 
Hannover (Women’s office of Hannover, a state in Germany) have compiled gender 
equal language use guidelines ever since the 1980’s (Braun, 1997: 16).  
Some Universities also offer gender neutral language use guides. For example, the 
University of Melbourne’s Watch Your Language: Guidelines for Non-Discriminatory 
Language (online reference 34) compiles almost 40 pages, covering not only the usage 
of gender unequal language, but also the underlying reasons for gender unequal 
language use. They also discuss academic problems such as quoting discriminatory 
material. This rather extensive guide backs up its suggestions by research and makes a 
convincing case for gender equal language use.   
What comes to gender policies, the Swedish addition of a new, gender neutral pronoun 
is a pioneering example of promoting gender equal language use. The gender neutral, 
new 3rd person singular pronoun hen as an addition to the gendered pronominal system 
(han[he] and hon[she]) has been adopted quite well especially by newspapers and 
authors (e.g. Institutet för Språk och Folkminnen’s study, online reference 11), 
moreover it is acknowledged by semi-official language institutions such as the Svenska 
Akademien and Institutet för Språk och Folkminnen (online references 28 and 14). The 
case of the Swedish hen suggests that similar additions or changes to language could be 




2.5 Gender Differences in Finnish and Anglo-American cultures 
As one of the goals of the survey was to find out whether there are differences in the use 
and perception of English masculine generics between native Finnish and English 
speakers, an overview of gender differences in Finnish and Anglo-American8 culture is 
presented next.  
Finland (amongst other Nordic countries) is often regarded as a pioneer when it comes 
to gender equality (e.g. Kjelstad, 2001: 55). In the 2013 UN human Development Report 
(online reference 33) Finland placed 6th as having the lowest Gender Inequality Index, 
whereas the United States was placed 42nd and United Kingdom 34th. The Gender 
Inequality Index was calculated based on three factors: Reproductive health, 
empowerment and the labor market. The indexes were 0.075, 0.256 and 0.205 
respectively (for reference the highest index, 0.747, was ‘granted’ for Yemen, which 
was placed 148th). 
In the Global Gender Gap Report of 2014 (online reference 32) Finland was placed 
second with a score of 0.8453, the U.S. was placed 20th with a score of 0.7463 and U.K. 
26th with an index of 0.7383. The report explains that the results should be read as 
percentages; for example Finland has “closed” the gender gap by 85% (online reference 
32, page 7).  
The four main factors considered in the Gender Gap Index were Economy, Health, 
Education and Politics. Rather vast differences were found especially in regards to the 
female political empowerment, as Finland ranked 2nd with a score of 0.6554, the U.S. 
placed 54th with a score of 0.1847 and the UK placed 33rd with a score of 0.2698 (with a 
score of 1,000 implying no gender gap at all). In regards to education Finland was 
ranked 1st, whereas the U.S. was placed 39th and the UK 32nd. Finland was placed quite 
low on the Economic participation and opportunity index, namely 21st, whereas the U.S. 
placed 4th and the U.K 46th. However, according to the European commission’s Gender 
Pay Gap research from 2012, Finnish women earned 19.4% less than men in the same 
                                                 
8 Most of the native English speakers were either British or American speakers (approximately 90%), and 
since the other varieties are not considered individually in the analysis, I will concentrate on Anglo-




jobs, whereas in the UK the percentage was 19.1% (online reference 31) and according 
to The American Association of University Women the Gender Pay Gap is actually a bit 
higher in the United States, namely 22% (online reference 30). 
According to Kjelstad (2001: 55), Finnish women are more involved in the fields of 
education, politics and labor market in general, which has led to Finnish women’s 
independent status in society. Kjelstad continues that 
 “The gender-sensitive public policies of the region are generally given the credit for 
women’s relatively independent economic position. These policies include the provision of 
social services relieving women of some of their care responsibilities, and the integration 
of women and mothers into the labour market and political system.”  
As an example of women’s rights, Finnish mothers are allowed a paid, job-protected, 
105 day maternity leave, after which they are eligible for a parental leave for another 
158 days which will be supported financially by the state (online reference 18). 
Contrasting this with the United States’ Family and Medical Leave Act (online 
reference 7) that states that eligible employees are entitled to twelve workweeks (60 
days) unpaid (but job-protected) leave within one year of the birth, the difference in 
policy seems vast. In contrast, women in the UK are allowed “ordinary maternity leave” 
for the first 26 weeks (182 days) and may then apply for an additional leave of 26 
weeks, of which the first 39 weeks are paid a minimum of 138$ (online reference 15).  
Based on these findings, there seems to be rather vast differences in gender (in-)equality 
between Finland, the U.S. and UK. Overall it seems Finland is more gender equal in 
general than the other two considered countries. However, whether these gender 
difference factors affect the language use of Finnish, American and British citizens 
cannot be answered convincingly within this study, but presumably they are at least 
partly linked with attitudes towards gender equality in general and thus might also affect 







3 Generics in Use – Empirical Studies and Observations 
Decline in the use of masculine generics has been reported for some decades now (e.g. 
Holmes, 2003: 124), but the generics he and man are not extinct yet. In this chapter I 
will briefly present results from empirical researches concerning generics, to offer an 
overview of which generics are currently in use. 
A recent study on generics (Earp, 2012) replicating the survey Miriam Meyers 
conducted in the 1990’s regarding the use of gendered and genderless 3rd person 
singular generic pronouns studied how often the various options are used. Both studies’ 
method was to ask participants to write a small essay on a topic that was likely to 
produce occurrences of generics (Meyers’ topic was “An educated person” and Earp’s 
“The Moral Individual”) The following table illustrates the differences Earp (2012) 
found between his study and that of Meyers’(1990): 
 Meyers 1990 Earp 2012 
Generic Masculine (he) 34% 27% 
Singular they 32% 19% 
He or she constructions 22% 35% 
One 8% 5,5% 
Generic Feminine (she) 4% 13,5% 
Table 1. Meyers’ and Earp’s studies. Recreated and slightly modified after Earp (2012: 14). 
When analysing these results, it needs to be taken into account that the sample groups 
were of two different populations. Meyers’ study also included significantly more 
participants (392) than Earp’s (64). An important notion is also that the participants of 
both studies were college students (Earp, 2012: 13 and Meyer, 1990: 230), which might 
explain the relatively high percentages retrieved for he or she constructions and the 
generic she, which have not been reported to be used as much in other studies. It also 




regarding the singular 3rd person pronoun approaches; the original study by Meyers 
(1990) showed that the most common approach to gender neutral person referencing 
was using plural forms. Meyer’s original study also concluded that females were less 
likely to use a generic masculine, and only the female respondents used a feminine 
generic (1990: 234). 
Based on the results of the singular 3rd person pronoun usages of both studies, it would 
seem that the use of a generic masculine, which still in the 1990’s was the most 
frequently used option, has somewhat decreased. Surprisingly enough, the use of 
singular they would have seemed to decline as well, whereas the use of variants 
including both he and she pronouns and the use of the generic feminine she seem to 
have increased significantly. According to Earp (2012: 14) this is partly due to the 
percentages representing only constant use of a generic, whereas singular they was used 
inconsistently by 28% of the participants; this number is still relatively low compared 
with studies such as that of Balhorn’s (2009), which will be presented later. 
Balhorn (2009), Cooper (1984) and Baranowski (2002) studied newspaper language, 
which represents the author’s assumedly careful word choices and is often also guided 
by editorial rules, so it might not represent the language use of the general public. 
However, the findings may still reveal some general patterns. 
The earlier study by Cooper already showed a significant decline in the use of 
masculine generics in a corpus compiled from American newspapers published in the 
1970’s, consisting of 525,000 words (1984: 2-11). In the 1971 publications there were 
12.3 masculine generics used per 5000 words, whereas the number had declined to 4.3 
per 5000 words in the 1979 publications. The largest decline was found in the use of the 
generic man, the second largest in the use of the generic he and the smallest in man-
compounds (1984: 11). 
As mentioned in section 2.3.2.2, Balhorn’s study showed that singular they was the 
most used option with indefinite antecedents (being used 61% of the time in nonquoted 
texts and 89% in quoted texts) in newspaper prose. But the results also showed that the 




were significantly fewer instances of generic she (2009: 399-401). Balhorn commented 
that “the difference between the 26.5% rate of he and the 5.3% rate of she (…) must be 
due to the prevalence of historically male contexts and the fact that males are more 
often the topics of texts than females are” (Balhorn, 2009: 399-401). The study also 
showed that the generic he was used especially with lexical antecedents of unknown 
gender, for example in 23.3% of instances with an antecedent such as anyone or 
someone (Balhorn, 2009: 405). Perhaps unsurprisingly, male writers were also more 
likely to use the generic he with generic antecedents; 33.3% of male writers in 
comparison with just 8.7% of the female writers (Balhorn, 2009: 402). Females were 
also twice as likely to use a gender neutral construction such as he or she in these cases 
(Balhorn, 2009: 402). 
Baranowski (2002) studied the usage of 3rd person singular pronouns in current 
American and British print and online newspapers published in 1996 (e.g. The 
Independent). The data consisted of 860,000 words and the results showed that singular 
they was the preferred choice of the authors (68% of all found epicene pronouns), with 
generic he being the second most used option (25%). Only 8% of the found pronouns 
were he or she constructions and only 4 occurrences of the generic she were detected 
(Baranowski, 2002: 385). Baranowski also found support in his data for his hypothesis 
that “American writers are more conservative than British ones in that they are less 
likely to use singular they”, however the American writers did not use the generic he 
significantly more often, instead they opted for he or she constructions, another non-
conservative option, more often than the British writers (Baranowski, 2002: 395).  
Adami’s study on generic pronouns concentrated on academic language (2009). Her 
data consisted of both British and American corpora such as LOB and Frown, compiling 
of academic texts from 1961 and 1990’s. Adami claims that the “linguistic prescriptions 
are more likely to persist and proscriptions are observed much more in academic 
writing, due to its high level of formality (…)” (2009: 286). The results show a decline 
in the use of the generic he between the 1961 and 1990’s publications and the 
appearance of s/he and the generic she in the modern texts (Adami, 2009: 290, 302). 




(Adami, 2009: 290-295, 302). Unlike in the newspaper studies conducted by 
Baranowski (2002) and Cooper (1984), the use of singular they was rare in Adami’s 
data, and the generic he was the most used pronoun option overall (Adami, 2009: 290-
295, 302-303). 
Earp contrasted newspaper language and academic texts in his paper, showing a 38.8% 
decrease in the use of mankind from 1970 to 2000 in academic texts, whereas in the 
studied newspaper, New York Times, the decrease for the same time period was 
significantly higher, namely 65.5%. By contrast, instances of humankind and he or she 
constructions increased in both studied genres, albeit not as tremendously as the use of 
mankind decreased (Earp, 2012: 7-14).  
The generic she does not seem to be used widely. It seems to have been used mainly by  
feminist writers such as Alice Walker, the author of The Colour of Purple, who also 
wrote a book on her own activism, Anything we love can be saved, form which the 
quote “A person’s work is her only signature” has become famous. As another example, 
Iris Young also used the generic she throughout her paper Lived Body versus Gender: 
“the way the individual subject sees herself and her possibilities for action” (2005: 112). 
When searching for occurrences of generic she online, I found only very few of them. A 
site providing a role playing computer software used generic she in their short 
description on their front page: “The Gamemaster can create and keep track of all in-
game information. She can also customize game assets and user interface elements to 
accommodate house rules”, but on other sections they used the generics he, she and 
singular they seemingly randomly (online reference 6).  
Much like using the generic she, alternating between the masculine and feminine 
generics does not seem to be a popular option for avoiding the generic he. I was not able 
to find reports of wider use, only individual examples: A website devoted to sharing 
information about addictions has a passage on internet gambling problems where the 
writer alternates between he and she: “An addict who gambles online might borrow 
money or credit cards from friends to pay for his games. An addict in your life might 
spend hours on the computer, delete her browsing history and use the computer late at 




sections of the site the construction he or she was used predominately. Another example 
was found on Fife’s (a county in Scotland) website for child protection: “Another way 
the Commissioner might use those powers is if an issue has been raised by children and 
young people themselves. If this happens she might want to make it clear how seriously 
he takes it by setting up a formal investigation to raise the profile of the issue and 
perhaps give children and young people an opportunity to ask questions”9 (online 
reference 3). Meyers reported some occurrences of alternating between he and she as 
well but deemed them as “folly” (1990: 228). 
Alternating between the feminine and masculine generics has also been reported to be 
perceived gender biased by the readers: The focus in Madson and Shoda’s study was 
how participants of their experiment perceived texts when instead of using the generic 
he, the writer alternated between the masculine and feminine pronouns. The results 
suggest that alternating between the masculine and feminine generics is perceived as 
gender biased, as the readers overestimated the frequency of the feminine pronouns 
(2006: 278, 282). Additionally Madson and Shoda had participants reading the same 
texts written with generic he and a he or she construction (2006: 278). The participants 
were asked to rate the texts and one of the notions was gender bias; the participants 
clearly preferred the he or she construction as the most gender neutral option (2006: 
284). 
Singular they seems to be the most popular option despite of its restrictions concerning 
known human antecedents. Moreover, an experimental psychology study found that 
when confronted with a singular they, participants had processing difficulties, as was 
shown by an eye-tracking experiment, which implies the readers were expecting a plural 
antecedent instead of a singular (Sanford and Filik, 2007: 176-177). This finding seems 
to suggest that singular they is not (yet) perceived as fully natural so to speak, as the 
recipient needs more time to connect it to the antecedent. 
There have also been reports of other epicene pronouns, which are in regional use: 
Stotko and Troyer (2007: 262) reported usage of yo as a new gender neutral third person 
                                                 




singular pronoun in schools of Baltimore, Maryland, giving examples such as “Yo 
handin’ out papers”, where yo was referring to the female teacher at present. Stotko and 
Troyer concluded that “it was clear from the results that students in these two schools 
use yo as a gender-neutral third-person singular pronoun, primarily in subject position”. 
However, as Stotko and Troyer also state, the pronoun yo has not risen from the same 
kind of agenda as the pronouns proposed by several transgender communities, instead it 




















4 The Survey – Methods, Data and Results  
The survey was chosen as the main method for gathering data since I was not only 
interested in people’s use of certain masculine generics (man, he) but also what kind of 
masculine generics are still accepted as generics and not viewed as male-specific, if any. 
Moreover, I was interested in finding out how people feel about gender equal language 
use in general and also what they think about the possibility of introducing a new, 
gender neutral singular 3rd person pronoun to the English language, which has been 
suggested by some parties (e.g. the transgender communities presented in section 2.2.3). 
The survey offers a straightforward and a fairly reliable method for gathering this kind 
of information; as the questions are focused and straightforward, the data will hopefully 
be easier to analyze than for example studying pre-written, unrelated texts, which would 
require a lot of guesswork regarding the writer’s intentions. Sometimes qualitative 
analyses are also more prone to bias on the researcher’s part, since the analysis is 
dependent on the researcher’s own perception and interpretation of the texts, which is 
why I included no open questions in the questionnaire. In this way, a survey producing 
mostly quantifiable data, although it has its own problematic aspects which will be 
discussed later on, is less prone to misinterpretations on the researcher’s part.  
The survey application on Google Drive™ was chosen as a platform for this survey, 
since it had a simple yet a versatile tool for creating surveys. The application gathers all 
the data and saves it in two places automatically, thus limiting the possibility of data 
being deleted by mistake or simply disappearing. On top of that, the Google application 
gathers the data in a spreadsheet, which can easily be transferred to Microsoft Excel, 
which was used when analyzing the data.  
4.1 Pilot Surveys  
Two pilots were conducted before publishing the survey online, in hopes of eliminating 
mishaps and to ensure the functionality of the survey. The data received from the pilot 
surveys was later included in the final data. 
For the first pilot survey 6 participants were hand-picked: 3 males and 3 females, of 




English skills. The participants were of different ages and backgrounds. Eventually only 
5 participants were included in the first pilot, as one of the participants wished to 
withdraw from the study for personal reasons and his answers were deleted. 
Based on the response from the pilot participants, minor changes were made to the 
survey. The language choices in the pilot were simply Finnish, English or bilingual. 
One of the pilot participants was bilingual and pointed out she could not define her 
native languages. The options Bilingual – Finnish/Swedish and English/Finnish were 
added, as these were the kind of bilinguals I was expecting. One of the participants also 
asked me “whether American English was okay”, apparently interpreting English as 
British, so I decided to divide the English category into American English and British 
English, two of the largest English varieties. Participants who spoke other varieties of 
English were asked to specify their language in the text box labelled “Other”. 
Question 2 turned out to be problematic, since in the pilot study I had forgotten to 
include the option of “All humankind is created equal” and one of the participants 
explicitly said she would have chosen that one. Taking into account that the purpose of 
question 2 is to find out whether the participants would choose a masculine generic or 
any gender neutral equivalent, adding “Humankind” to the options for the final survey 
was not seen as a disturbance for the final results where both pilot participants’ and final 
participants’ answers were included.  
In question 8 there was a mishap in the task description, and instead of “males” I had 
mistakenly written “women” there. One participant noticed this, and the mistake was 
corrected when 4 participants had given their answers, of whom no one else had even 
noticed the mistake, since the descriptions were consistent on that page.  
A second pilot was conducted to test the survey after the changes prompted by the first 
pilot were made. The participants for this pilot were two males, one a professor of 
English philology at the University of Helsinki in the age range of 51-60 and one a 





Some additional feedback was gained in the second pilot. One of the participants 
pointed out that question 4 (If a student drops a pen, he/she/it/they should pick it up) 
should also include he or she as an option. But since I did not want the question to be 
too obviously leading to gender equal language use, instead of adding a ready option for 
he or she, I added the option of “Other” so that the participants could write in their own 
suggestions.  
No other major changes were made based on the pilot surveys, so the answers of the 
pilot participants could be added to the final survey manually. For example the bilingual 
participant who had chosen “Other” when filling in her native language, was put into 
the new Finnish-Swedish category, and all the English natives were moved to the 
category “English – American”.  
 4.2 Distribution 
The survey was held online for 7 days and the majority of participants were gathered 
within the first two days (approximately 1300) and the rest (approximately 300) during 
the next five days.  
The survey was distributed in social media on Facebook and through Reddit (a word 
play of “I read it”, online reference 19), one of the largest discussion forums online. 
Moreover, the link to the survey and a covering letter (see Appendix B) was send to the 
e-mailing lists of students and teachers of English and German philology of the 
University of Helsinki10. On Facebook I provided a link to the survey on my personal 
page11 with a covering letter (see Appendix B) giving general information of the study. 
Some people shared this status and as I was hoping to start a small scale snowball 
effect, I also asked some of my close friends personally to share the link. To my 
                                                 
10 I also sent it to the faculty of Nordic languages but it did not go through for some reason. I was also 
planning to send it to other University e-mail lists, but as the number of participants exploded already 
within the first few hours into hundreds, I decided not to continue distributing the survey. 
11 It is important to note that I kept the topic of my MA thesis a secret from all my friends and family, 
since I did not want to bias their submissions to my survey. My close friends might be aware of my 
interest in language and gender in general, but I do not believe this caused any bias. Moreover, on Reddit 
I used a new username, instead of my personal handle, so that the participants could not go through my 
previous comments on Reddit, which might have revealed my own personal views and potentially 




knowledge, at least 7 people shared the original Facebook status including the link. 
Thus, at least in theory, the survey was available for approximately a thousand 
individuals on Facebook.  
Reddit was chosen for its massive reader base: according to Reddit (online reference 
26), they had over 135 million individual users12 during the month of August, 2014. The 
forums are divided into thousands of subreddits, mainly created by the users and also 
moderated largely by them. Each subreddit has its own topic, varying from relationship 
advice to scientific topics such as biology and linguistics. Users of Reddit can then 
subscribe to subreddits of their interest and see recent discussions in their own personal 
news feed. I first hand picked the following subreddits (online references 20, 21, 22, 23, 
24 and 25) for the distribution of the survey: 
r/SampleSize13: 14 447 subscribers 
r/Finland: 6 426 subscribers 
r/linguistics: 58 488 subscribers 
r/feminism14: 40 118 subscribers 
r/transgender: 13 186 subscribers 
 
Most of the names of the subreddits are self-explanatory but for clarity’s sake 
r/SampleSize is a platform for anyone to post a survey or seek for participants in other 
kinds of studies.  
As Reddit is an American site, many of the users are American as well. After the survey 
had gone viral, it became clear that it was not reaching enough British English speakers, 
so I posted it on r/AskUK (7 165 subscribers) as well. 
One might argue that posting the survey to the r/feminism and r/transgender subreddits 
could have biased the results. However, since the topic of sexist language use is of great 
interest to both feminists and transgendered people, I thought it was important to also 
                                                 
12 To my understanding, this count was based on IP-Addresses, and not on actual amount of visits on the 
page, which is surely even greater, as regular visitors might use the site many times a day. 
13 The various subreddits are referred on Reddit as r/subreddit name. 
14 I also wanted to post it to r/MensRights, but as the discussion there seemed to be rather vulgar and their 
subscribers are supposedly infamous for attacking topics they do not agree with, I decided not to provide 




include their opinions. As a precaution, the survey was posted on these platforms 
separately, after the first wave of participants from other sources had almost dried out. 
As there are only 15 participants in the gender category ‘other’ (i.e. presumably 
transgendered persons) and ‘only’ 300 more answers (of which some certainly were 
‘late’ Facebook and other subreddit participants) were received after making the final 
postings, it is safe to assume the choice to post it on those specific subreddits did not 
bias the results. The covering letter that was used on Reddit can be found in Appendix 
B. 
4.3 The Final Survey and Data 
The survey (see Appendix A) included 3 parts on 3 separate pages. On the first page the 
participants were provided with basic information about the nature of the survey and 
were told for what purpose the data was being collected. They were also informed that 
they could quit the survey at any time or alternatively ask to withdraw later on. For 
further questions I provided my own contact information  
Background information of the participants was also collected on the first page: The 
participants were asked to specify their native language, gender, age, education and 
whether they had studied linguistics or not. After the survey, on the last page, the 
participants had the opportunity to leave feedback.  
The main ethical concern with surveys is anonymity and confidentiality. The 
participants were promised absolute anonymity, and no personal contact information 
was required when filling in the survey. Some of the participants left their contact 
information in the feedback form, as they wished to be informed about the results. The 
e-mail addresses and names were collected on a separate sheet but omitted from the data 
to guarantee anonymity. No personal information was shared with any third parties.  
Regarding the structure of the survey, part I contained questions 1-4, part II questions 5-
12 and part III questions 13-19. In addition to the actual questions that will be used in 
the analysis, questions not relevant to this study were added as fill-in questions (for 
example Q1 and Q3), not to reveal the focus of the study too early, as it could have 




Questions 13 and 15 were meant to serve as control questions, both stating more or less 
the same, but the participants brought up such issues with these questions that they were 
later on disregarded as functioning control questions. In conclusion, only questions 2, 4, 
5, 7, 9, 11, 12, 14, 16, 17, 18 and 19 will be analyzed. 
One of the goals of the survey was to find out in which contexts people still accept the 
generic man, if in any. Questions 5-12 were carried out to answer these questions, as 
participants were presented with simple sentences, each with a different kind of a 
collective noun such as mankind or womankind, and were then asked to choose who 
were included in the noun in question. Only the masculine collective nouns were 
relevant for the study, as other collective nouns functioned as fill-ins. Moreover, 
although only gender was relevant to the research question, the options men, women, 
boys, girls and infants were given in an attempt not to fully reveal the purpose of the 
survey early on.  
Another goal was to find out, how many people would choose a masculine generic, 
when referring to an antecedent including both genders, and which other, gender neutral 
options would be popular. Questions 2, 4, 17 and 18 seek answers to these questions: 
The participants were provided with a set of identical sentences with one variable, a 
personal pronoun or a collective noun. The variables consisted of both masculine 
generics and gender neutral options, and the participants were asked which one they 
would be most likely to use; in questions 2 and 4 the participants could choose one 
option and in questions 17 and 18 any number of options. Questions 17 and 18 had the 
same options, but in question 18 the context was specified as ‘gender neutral’ in the task 
description.  
Questions 14 and 16 seek to measure the participants’ attitudes towards language; 
whether they feel language has an effect on the way we perceive things and whether 
they feel gender equal language use is important or not. The last question “Could a new 
gender free 3rd person pronoun be added to the English language” was added since it 




3rd person singular pronoun in English15. I have not found any studies on this particular 
subject, so it was of special interest to me to find out whether the participants feel there 
is indeed a need for a new gender neutral pronoun and do they think this kind of an 
addition to English is even possible.  
  Background information of the participants     
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Do not wish 
to specify 
1 %   
(17) 
41-50 
6 %   
(86) 
Other schooling 




2 %  
(38) 
    Over 50 
3 %   
(49) 
    
Finnish -
Swedish 
3%   
(52) 
            
Table 2. Background information of the participants (N= 1578). Absolute numbers in parentheses. 
The data thus consists of that produced by the survey. The final number of eligible 
participants was 1578 (see Table 2). Of these 698 (44%) were females and 848 males 
(54%). 17 participants (1%) did not wish to specify their gender and 15 (1%) informed 
their gender was other than female or male. Although the number of participants who 
chose not to specify their gender or chose the option of other was relatively small as 
well, it was deemed to be an important aspect, since it can be assumed that at least some 
                                                 
15 To my knowledge, especially transgender people find the dichotomy of he and she difficult, not being 
able to identify with either one. For example the organization for LBGT youth called Minus 18 is 
promoting a campaign to add new gender neutral pronouns to the language (section 2.2.3). 
16 Gender was not specified in more detail for the participants, i.e. whether biological sex or social gender 
was meant. However, as arguably most of the time the sex and gender of a person coincide, and the 
option of ‘other’ was provided, this is not viewed as a major issue. 
17 In the charts the education categories are shortened (for example the category Upper secondary school 




of these participants consider themselves transgendered and their view on the issue of 
gender pronouns might be interesting, as it is likely to differ from that of females and 
males.  
Most English speaking participants were speakers of either American or British English 
and although the survey did get responses from speakers of various other varieties of 
English, such as Australian, South African, Canadian and Irish English, the numbers of 
these participants were small (at most 32), which was deemed insufficient for 
constructing individual categories for these variants. However, they are still included in 
the category of monolingual English speakers. Overall there were 862 monolingual 
English speakers, 626 monolingual Finnish speakers, 52 Finnish-Swedish bilinguals and 
38 English-Finnish bilinguals. 
Over 90% of the participants were in the age range of 15-40 and since there were only 
49 participants over the age 50, the original age groups (51-60, 61-70 and 71-80) were 
combined. Over 70% of the participants had a college or university level education, but 
they were not asked to specify whether they were currently still studying or had already 
finished their education. Additionally I asked the participants whether they had studied 
linguistics; 35% replied yes and 65% no.  
The data was categorized in excel sheets according to the four independent variables 
that are considered within the analysis: the participants’ native language, gender, age 
and education. Since the categories are of different sizes, p-values were calculated for 
the results to determine whether there in fact was a statistically significant difference 
between the participants’ answers based on one or more of the variables. The p-values 
were calculated using chi-squares and Fisher’s exact p-test and results were deemed 
significant if the p-value was less than 0.05 (online reference 27). 
Regarding the results, my main presumptions were as follows: that males and older 
participants are more likely to accept masculine generics than for example females, as 
males are always included in these generics. Consequently I expected men to choose 
masculine generic options more frequently than women. In contrast, I expected younger 




males and older participants, and choose gender neutral options more frequently. I also 
expected college and university educated participants to be more prone to choose gender 
neutral options, as gender neutral language use is often discussed in colleges and 
universities, and many give out guidelines to their students (see chapters 2.4). 
Regarding the possibility of English adopting a new gender neutral pronoun, I expected 
native Finnish speakers and bilinguals to be more open to this possibility than 
monolingual English speakers, as they already are acquainted with the Finnish hän and 
its benefits. I also anticipated participants who do not identify as female or male to 
express the importance of gender neutral language use and most likely indicate a wish 
for a new pronoun as well. 
4.3.1 Omissions 
One of my concerns regarding an online survey was the possibility of an internet 
‘attack’, especially since the topic is somewhat controversial and may raise strong 
feelings. Sometimes groups on the internet will on purpose target a website or a survey 
by posting something multiple times there. One way of controlling this kind of 
behavior, is to require e-mail addresses from participants or collect IP-addresses. 
However, since the topic of my survey might be a sensitive issue to some of the 
participants, I wanted to grant them absolute anonymity, and did not require e-mail 
addresses, nor collected IP-addresses. I trusted that I could pick out potential bogus or 
multiple responses by following the submissions closely, paying attention to the 
timestamps and the quality of the answers. I am confident that there were no attempts of 
biasing the results by admitting multiple responses by a single user or a group. 
Moreover, there were only a few bogus responses. These respondents used obscene 
language and made it rather clear either in their answers or in the feedback box that they 
did not take the survey seriously. These submissions were deleted from the data. There 
were also some (less than 5), most likely accidental double-submissions, since double-
clicking the ‘submit’ button would result in a double-submission. The double 





Although I originally planned to include bi- and trilingual participants (other than 
English-Finnish and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals) as well, the survey did not gather 
enough participants for these categories and since the combinations were so varied, it 
was not possible to create useful categories for these. Thus, an additional 15 participants 
were excluded from the final data. Moreover, there were a couple of participants who 
had neither English nor Finnish as their native language and these were deleted from the 
data as well. After the omissions, there are 1578 participants; the original number of 
participants was 1622. 
4.3.2 Feedback  
The survey raised quite a lot of discussion, questions and feedback. Since the 
questionnaire was conducted to find out how people feel about the issues regarding 
masculine generics and gender neutral language, I felt it is important also to present the 
additional feedback and comments the participants gave. Unfortunately analyzing the 
feedback in detail is not possible within this paper, as the primary data requires close 
attention as well. Instead I will try to capture the main points of the feedback and 
present some examples. A complete list of the feedback gathered from the survey form 
and categorized in rough themes can be viewed in Appendix C.  
Starting with the comments I received on Reddit, most of them included participants 
simply announcing they had filled in the survey, thanking me for working on an 
important, contemporary issue and telling me the survey had made them reflect on their 
own language use in regards to gender neutrality. Some raised additional questions 
regarding the study and provided criticism. Many participants were interested in gender 
neutral language use, some offering their own solutions to the problematic usage of 
masculine generics, some voicing their opinion on neologistic pronouns. Not wanting to 
bias future participants, I kept my own responses very neutral, not voicing my personal 
opinions on the topic and mostly just thanking the participants for their interest and 
participation. 
On top of the conversations the survey evoked on Reddit, a total of 177 (11%) 




some were just short “hello” or “good luck” comments, but quite many participants 
reflected on language use. Although the majority of feedback was positive, some also 
pointed out mishaps in the survey and provided other criticism.  
Some participants noted that I should have used a more appropriate phrasing than “Both 
genders” in the questions, since they felt “both genders” implied there were only two 
genders. It was not my intent to imply there were only two genders, but “both” was used 
to refer to the male and female genders. In hindsight, I can see how this might have 
been confusing and even annoying to some participants: 
“Hi, thanks for giving other options for gender than male/female in the background 
questions. But I was somewhat surprised that in the actual questions you used "both 
genders", leaving other genders aside.” 
Some participants pointed out that their language use was different based on the 
medium (written, spoken, internet etc.), some also expressed they felt the lack of 
context in the survey was problematic and that people might perceive the example 
sentences in different ways based on their cultural background. Some pointed out 
regional variation should be considered as well: 
         “The questions did not specify if you wanted to know about usage in written or spoken 
language. I do not use "they" to refer to a person whose gender I do not know when 
speaking, but I do write it. It's a bit artificial, but when writing, I want to be gender neutral 
if I can. When speaking, it is more flexible, depending on the situation. “ 
         “Some questions rely on a situation, for example saying "All men are created equal" 
depends on the person saying it, the audience and the tone and whatnot.” 
         “It may be useful to ask the geographical region a person resides in as in personal 
experiance the english spoken varies significant in britain for different regions” 
Although it would have been interesting to take into account regional variations beyond 
the rough outlines of “American”, “British” and so on, it was simply just not possible 
within this study, as there were already four other variables to consider. 
The majority of participants seemed to view gender neutral language use as important, 
but some had opposing views: 
 “Gender Neutral language is not needed because it is really for a minority of people and 
alienates people against this minority. However english is a language is always changing 




Quite a number of participants (approximately 40) expressed explicitly that they felt the 
singular they already fills in the void of a gender neutral 3rd person singular pronoun and 
is adequate as such. Only a few participants explicitly opposed singular they: 
“I said that a new gender neutral 3rd person pronoun was not needed because I think 
"they" already fits that description, not because I don't think one is needed full-stop. “ 
“I'm far more likely to try to find a plural and use "they" as a pronoun than to use the 
singular with any pronoun at all. Singular "they" grates on my nerves. “ 
Some participants objected to words, or in this case a pronoun, being artificially added 
to English or felt it was just otherwise impossible. But some also felt there was indeed a 
need for a new, gender neutral pronoun, whereas others reported new pronouns were 
already in use: 
“No one has the authority to add anything to the English language (-)” 
“I desperately want a gender neutral not-"it" word to refer to the third gender. Many times 
I'm trying to refer to my co-worker (who is biologically male, expressively female, 
considers self non-gendered) and have no pronoun to use. "It" is so offensive, he/she 
doesn't work, and they implies another person.” 
“Many trans and nonbinary people use various pronouns such as "they" or "xe". Using the 
pronounce "it" to refer to NB people is highly offensive and LGBTQ+ organizations 
specifically caution people not to call people using this pronoun unless the person already 
indicated that that is their preferred pronoun.” 
Some were also concerned about my motives regarding the survey: three participants 
explicitly said, they felt I had an agenda of actually adding a new pronoun to the 
English language. I tried to reassure these people that I had no personal agenda in the 
matter, but that the goal of my research was to gather information, to simply find out 
how people nowadays view masculine generics and how many people feel that a new 
gender neutral pronoun is needed, and how many feel that it is not needed. 
All in all, the number of feedback was helpful in understanding and interpreting the data 
and highly appreciated on my part. 
4.3.3 Problematic Aspects 
One of the issues with online surveys or other surveys participants fill in unsupervised 




this factor, but one needs to have faith in the participants’ honesty when filling in the 
survey. 
The relatively high number of participants with a linguistic background (35%) is most 
likely due to distributing the survey to r/linguistics and the University philology e-
mailing lists; this could have potentially skewed the overall results. Over 70% of the 
participants also had a college/university education, which might have biased the overall 
results as well. However, as neither education nor background in linguistics seemed to 
play a big role in the participants’ answers (as will be shown in the results section), this 
is not viewed as a major issue. 
The age distribution is somewhat problematic as well, as 53% of the participants were 
in the age range of 21-30 and only 49 participants were over 50 years old. Perhaps since 
the survey was distributed online, it did not reach as many participants over the age of 
50 as one might have wished. This will be taken into account when analyzing the 
results. Moreover, one needs to keep in mind that the age categories are not always very 
representative of the actual differences, as there is hardly as big of a difference between 
a 19 year old and a 21 year old, who would fall into different categories, as there would 
be with a 15 year old and 29 year old. 
Moreover, when considering the variables individually, it may be that another, more 
dominant variable has somewhat affected the results as well. For example, if the gender 
distribution among the native language groups was not even, gender might have 
affected the results of these categories as well. This will be considered later on in 
section 4.5.2  
The notion of fluency is also problematic. While there are some references for foreign 
language fluency, such as the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages: Learning, teaching, assessment (CEFR) (online reference 4), not everyone 
is accustomed to these, let alone knows on which CEFR-level their own language use is. 
On top of that it would be quite impossible to control this factor in an online survey. 
Thus I, once again, trusted the self-assessment of the participants and did not specify 




adequate if the participant could understand the survey without problems, and hopefully 
if they could not, they would quit the survey. 
Not asking the participants whether they were fluent in other languages, is potentially 
problematic as well, as it may be that fluency for example in other, more gendered L218 
languages could affect the way the participants assess the properties of English. 
Another aspect, as mentioned in the previous section, was potentially leading questions. 
While I admit that lining together phrases such as “All men are created equal” and “All 
women are created equal” may be leading, I also have to trust the participants to make 
their own choices. Since only 5 participants expressed this concern explicitly, I do not 
view this as a major issue. The possible bias does not seem to have affected the results 
either, as they are quite varying and reflect different approaches and opinions the 
participants have regarding language use.  
One problematic issue with the survey is that I did not explicitly determine whether the 
questions referred to spoken or written language. I had considered this matter when 
preparing the survey, but did not wish to increase the size of the survey and complicate 
the structure by adding the distinction of spoken and written language, instead implied 
the questions were of language use in general, written or spoken.  
It was pointed out to me several times as well that the second part of the questionnaire, 
which asked the participant to determine who is included in a certain generic word, 
lacked the distinction between female and male infants. This was an unfortunate mishap 
on my behalf, but since these questions only sought to find out which gender(s) the 
participants felt were included in the collective noun in question, this mishap will not 
affect the results. 
The last question also proved somewhat problematic. While I had included the gender 
neutral option of using singular they when referring to an unknown antecedent in the 
multi-option questions, I had disregarded this option in the last question “Could a new 
gender neutral 3rd person pronoun be added to English” (Q19). As could be gathered 
                                                 




from the feedback, some participants would have liked an option of “No, it is not 
needed” with the extra description “because we already have one; singular they” (see 
Appendix C).  
In hindsight, it would also have been useful to define the question 19 in a way that 
would have differentiated the potential use of a new gender neutral pronoun, i.e. 
whether the participants were hoping (or not hoping) for a new gender neutral pronoun 
that could be used in situations where the gender of the referent is not known, or a 
pronoun that could be used to refer to people of non-binary genders, or perhaps a 
pronoun that could fill in the position for both of these. 
4.4 Results  
Since the number of participants was high, a closer analysis taking into account the 
individual participants’ feedback is not possible within this research paper. Thus the 
goal will be to find some broader trends in the participants’ answers. I shall first present 
the overall results of all eligible participants and then move on to present the results of 
different categories question by question, considering the different variables. The 
independent variables considered will be native language, gender, age and education19. 
Lastly I will contrast the four independent variables with each other and offer a 
summary of the results along with an analysis. 
4.4.1 Overview of the Results 
The main findings of this study, which will be elaborated on more in section 4.5 and 
chapter 5, are a) that there were significant differences between the participants’ 
answers, especially based on their native language and gender, b) that the majority of 
participants chose gender neutral options20 in all questions, c) that masculine generics 
were chosen by a considerable number of participants as well, and d) that masculine 
generics are not accepted as generics in all contexts, nor by everyone. 
                                                 
19 The independent variables will be marked with italics. 
20 The generics he and she were not considered to be gender neutral, nor were the man-variants. For 
example, in question 2 the options humankind, human beings and people are viewed as gender neutral, 
whereas in question 4 the options they, it, he or she constructions and most of the other suggestions are 




The overall results, which will be presented next, provide us with an overview revealing 
which options were most popular amongst the participants. The number of participants 
choosing gender neutral options and/or masculine generics will be considered as well. 
Question 2 in the survey asked the participants which of the five provided sentences 
they would be most likely to use. The sentences stated approximately the same thing, 
but each had a different collective noun for ‘humankind’. The purpose of this question 
was to find out whether participants would opt for gender neutral options or options 
including a masculine generic. Overall, 72%21 of the participants opted for a gender 
neutral option and 28% for a man-variant. 
 
Figure 3. Question 2 – All participants. N=1578. 
The majority of participants chose the gender neutral “All people are created equal”, 
whereas the other options were not nearly as popular. Perhaps due to its historical value 
and official status, “All men are created equal” gathered the support of 25% of the 
participants; this will be considered later on in more detail (Figure 3).  
 
Figure 4. Question 4 – All participants. N=1578. 
Similarly to question 2, question 4 also offered the participants ready statements and 
asked them which one they would be most likely to use. The purpose of question 4 was 
the same as that of question 2, but instead of collective nouns, generic pronouns were in 
                                                 
21 All percentages are rounded up or down to the closest full number (except for charts where percentages 
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If a student drops a pen, they should pick it…
If a student drops a pen, she should pick it up
If a student drops a pen, it should pick it up
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the focus. Overall, 88% of the participants chose a gender neutral option and 11% the 
one option with a masculine generic. The singular they was by far the most popular 
option with 83% of participants choosing it. Additionally to the ready statements, the 
participants could also type in their own suggestion, but only 4% chose to do this, of 
whom approximately 3% suggested he or she constructions22. The other suggestions 
included using the pronoun one and dropping the pronoun altogether (Figure 4).  
In the second part of the survey, participants were asked to define who belongs to a 
certain group of people specified in each question. Only the questions including a 
masculine generic (men and mankind) are taken into account, as the rest, as expected, 
provided unanimous results (only females are included in women and only men in males 
for example). The options were boys, women, infants, girls and men. Since only gender 
was relevant in this question, I shall present two options in the results: Only male and 
both genders23. The purpose of these questions was to find out whether and in which 
contexts the participants accepted man in its generic meaning. 
 
Figure 5. Questions 5, 7, 9, 11 and 12 – All participants. N=1578. 
The data suggests that the generic man is highly contextual, as it is not accepted in its 
generic meaning in all contexts. Only in a compound, in this case mankind which was 
used in question 5, did a majority of the participant (98%) understand man in its generic 
meaning. The rest of the questions concentrated on the construction All men; the 
historical phrase “All men are created equal” was viewed to include both genders by 
42% of the participants, where as “All men have freedom of speech” was viewed as a 
generic by 48% of the participants. Even less, namely 24%, viewed man as generic in 
                                                 
22 Including he or she, she or he and s/he. 
23 There were a few participants who had, I assume, by accident ticked only female options for questions 
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the sentence “All men should vote”. The statement including a special distinction, 
namely “All men in the room were laughing” was almost unanimously perceived to 
include males only (Figure 5). 
In the third and last part of the survey participants were presented with different 
statements and were then offered a Likert scale where they could choose whether they 
disagreed or agreed with the statement and to what extent.  
 
Figure 6. Questions 14 and 16 – All participants. N=1578. 
Question 14, which reproduced the idea of the Whorf-Sapir hypothesis (linguistic 
relativism), aimed to assess whether the participants believed language could affect the 
way we think and our perception of reality. It was linked with question 16, which then 
asked participants whether they felt gender equal language use is important. Almost 
95% of the participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that language can affect our 
thinking and slightly over 60% somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that gender equal 
language use is important. Approximately 19% of the participants strongly or somewhat 
disagreed with the statement that gender equal language use is important. A closer look 
at the results shows that 63% of the participants who felt language can affect our 
thinking also felt gender equal language use is important (Figure 6).  
Questions 17 and 18 were linked together as well, with similar generic pronoun options 
as were given in question 4. In question 17 the participants were asked which of the 
options they would use when referring to both genders and in question 18 they were 
asked which of the same options would fit best for gender equal language use when 
referring to both genders. Participants could choose multiple options. Figure 7 shows all 
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question 17 (this equaled to approximately 87% of the participants). The second series 
then represents the same combinations in question 18.  
 
Figure 7. Question 17 compared with question 18 – All participants. 
A considerable number of participants opted only for singular they in questions 17 and 
18: in the unspecified context of question 17 it was the preferred only choice of 40% of 
the participants and in question 18, where the context was specified as gender neutral, 
54% of the participants chose only this option. The generic he was chosen by 
approximately 15% of the participants in question 17, whereas in question 18 only by 
3%, which quite strongly suggests the participants did not view the generic he fit for 
gender neutral language use. The he or she constructions were chosen by 52% in 
question 17 and by approximately 40% in question 18. Moreover, some participants 
(less than 20) also suggested new pronouns such as se and xe in both question 17 and 
18. Overall 85% of the participants chose a gender neutral option or combination in 
question 17 and 96% in question 18 (Figure 7). 
The last question (Q19) asked participants whether they felt a new, gender neutral 3rd 
person pronoun could be added to English.  
 

















































































































































Question 17 > 1% compared with question 18










As figure 8 illustrates, 47% of the participants felt a new, gender neutral 3rd person 
pronoun is not needed, whereas 24% felt it was needed. 31% of the participants thought 
a gender neutral 3rd person pronoun could be added to English, whereas 39% that this 
kind of an addition was not possible. However, there were rather vast differences within 
this question based on the different independent variables, which shall be discussed later 
on. 
4.4.2 Considering the Independent Variables 
In the next sections I will go through the results in more detail, considering the 
independent variables language, gender, age and education and their potential effect on 
the participants’ answers. The questions are categorized based on their focus; collective 
nouns, 3rd person singular pronouns and questions concentrating on the participants’ 
opinions and attitudes towards language use and change.  
All the percentages in the following sections will refer to the percentage within the 
variable group, unless explicitly otherwise mentioned. The p-values are provided to 
show whether the observed difference is statistically significant or not. The difference 
can be deemed significant when the p-value is less than 0.05, i.e. less than 1 in 20 
chance of there not being any difference, and highly significant when it is less than 
0.0001, i.e. less than one in a thousand chance of there not being any difference (online 
reference 27).  
4.4.2.1 Focus on Collective Nouns – Questions 2, 5, 7, 9, 11 and 12 
The focus of the following sections will be on collective nouns; the results of question 2 
will be presented first, showing which collective nouns the participants preferred, 
whereas questions 5, 7, 9, 11 and 12 will show which masculine collective nouns are 







4.4.2.1.1 People, Mankind, Men, Human beings or Humankind? 
LANGUAGE 
The following variables will be considered here: Monolingual English, monolingual 
Finnish, bilingual Finnish-Swedish and bilingual English-Finnish speakers24. 
 
Figure 9. Question 2 – Variable language. 
The differences based on the independent variable language in question 2 were deemed 
highly significant (p < 0.0025). One of the most significant differences was found 
between the monolingual Finnish and English speakers (p= 0.000000018), especially in 
regards to the options men and human beings (p < 0.00), as significantly more native 
English than Finnish speakers opted for men and significantly more Finnish than 
English speakers opted for human beings. There was also a rather vast difference 
between the monolinguals and the bilinguals regarding the options people and mankind 
(p= 0.00000014), as significantly fewer bilinguals opted for people than did 
monolinguals, and significantly more bilinguals chose the option mankind in 
comparison to the monolinguals. The differences between the bilingual groups were 
insignificant (p= 0.93).  
The overall difference between the monolinguals and bilinguals was significant as well 
(p= 0.0018), as out of the monolingual Finnish speakers 77% and out of the 
monolingual English speakers 69% chose a gender neutral option (people, human 
                                                 
24 “Finnish” and “English” speakers will refer to the monolingual speakers if not otherwise mentioned. 


















English 56.03% 1.86% 29.35% 11.48% 1.28%
Finnish 54.95% 3.04% 19.65% 21.73% 0.64%
English-Finnish 42.11% 13.16% 21.05% 23.68% 0.00%









beings or humankind), whereas 66% of English-Finnish and 65% out of Finnish-
Swedish bilinguals chose a gender neutral option. 
A significant difference (p= 0.0026) was also found between American and British 
speakers, as 35% of American speakers chose the phrase All men are created equal, 
whereas fewer British speakers chose this option (25%), which is not surprising since 




Figure 10. Question 2 – Variable gender. 
Significant differences were found when comparing the participants’ answers with 
gender as the independent variable (p < 0.00). The most significant difference was 
detected between the female and male participants (p < 0.00), as in percentage 31% of 
males chose the option with the generic man, whereas only 18% of females chose this 
option. In comparison, only 12% of males chose human beings, whereas 22% of 
females chose this option. In percentage, significantly more participants in the gender 
category other opted for people (87%) than did participants in the other gender 
categories (53-59%). Moreover, less participants in the gender categories other and 
DNWS26 chose the option with man, compared with males and females. A significant 
difference was also detected regarding the option human beings, as none of the 
participants in the category other chose this option, whereas over 20% of females and 
                                                 












Female 55.30% 3.58% 18.05% 21.78% 1.29%
Male 53.77% 2.36% 31.49% 11.56% 0.83%
Other 86.67% 0.00% 13.33% 0.00% 0.00%











participants in the DNWS category chose this option. These differences were deemed 
significant with a p-value of 0.00000039.  
Overall, 78% of females chose a gender neutral option, whereas fewer males, 66%, did 
so. In comparison, more participants in the categories other (87%) and DNWS (88%) 




Figure 11. Question 2 – Variable age. 
There were no statistically significant differences in the participants’ answers based on 
their age: p-values calculated for binary age group pairs and the p-value for all the age 
categories were all greater than 0.05. Even when disregarding the options humankind 
and mankind, which were the least popular options overall, the differences were 
insignificant. However, in percentage, more over 50 year old participants than younger 
participants opted for human beings and less for people. As these are both gender 
neutral options, it makes little difference for the results. 
Overall 69% of the participants in the age range of 15-20 chose a gender neutral option, 
73% in the age range of 21-30, 73% in the age range of 31-40, 75% in the age range of 
41-50 and 69% in the over 50 category. These differences were not deemed significant 















All 15-20 51.22% 1.83% 29.57% 16.46% 0.91%
All 21-30 56.58% 3.14% 24.10% 15.02% 1.16%
All 31-40 54.69% 2.73% 24.22% 17.58% 0.78%
All 41-50 56.98% 3.49% 20.93% 17.44% 1.16%











Figure 12. Question 2 – Variable education. 
Overall, the differences between the education categories were not significant (p= 0.27). 
There were no significant differences between college/university educated participants 
and participants with a lower education either (p= 0.43), but if we consider only the 
option people, we can see a  difference in percentage between participants who had a 
secondary school (or equivalent) education and participants with a higher level of 
education (67% vs. <55%).  
A somewhat significant difference was found between participants who had a 
background in linguistics and those who did not (p= 0.023). Differences were detected 
in the following options: 19% of participants with a background in linguistics chose the 
option human beings, whereas 14% of participants with no background in linguistics 
chose this option; 52% of participants with a linguistic background chose the option 
people and 56% of those with no background in linguistics; 24% of participants with 
linguistic background chose the option with men and 26% of those with no background 
in linguistics. The differences were not vast, and participants with a background in 
linguistics chose a gender neutral option only slightly more often than those with no 
background in linguistics (74% vs 71%). This difference was not deemed significant 
(p= 0.34).  
Overall, 71% of participants in the college/university category, 74% of the participants 













College/University 54.16% 2.60% 26.41% 15.85% 0.98%
Upper secondary school 54.95% 3.39% 22.92% 17.97% 0.78%
Secondary school 66.67% 1.75% 19.30% 10.53% 1.75%










75% in the category of other schooling chose a gender neutral option. These differences 
were not deemed significant (p= 0.29). 
4.4.2.1.2 Who is Included in man? 
The percentages in the following charts might not always add up exactly to 100% since 
there were a couple of participants who, most likely by mistake, chose “only females”.  
LANGUAGE 
 
Figure 13. Questions 5, 7, 9, 11 and 12 – Variable language.  
The most significant differences were found in questions 11 and 12 (p < 0.00 in both 
questions), which were seemingly similar but which the participants seemed to view 
quite differently. In question 11 the difference between the monolinguals was highly 
significant (p < 0.00), as 84% of English speakers felt only males were included and 
only 66% of Finnish speakers thought so. The highest number of participants to include 
both genders in man in question 11 were English-Finnish bilinguals (37%), whereas 
only 16% of monolingual English did so. In question 12 there was also a highly 
significant difference between the monolinguals (p < 0.00), as 59% of English and 42% 
of Finnish speakers viewed man as sex-specific. The largest group to view man as 
female inclusive were again English-Finnish bilinguals (63%), whereas the smallest 





















English 2.09% 97.91% 60.49% 39.51% 99.88% 0.12% 83.89% 16.11% 58.98% 40.90%
Finnish 1.76% 98.24% 53.83% 46.17% 98.72% 1.28% 65.97% 33.71% 42.49% 57.35%
English-Finnish 2.63% 97.37% 47.37% 52.63% 97.37% 2.63% 63.16% 36.84% 36.84% 63.16%






























Another highly significant difference was found between American and British English 
speakers in question 7 (p < 0.00), as 53% of American speakers felt both genders are 
included in the historical phrase All men are created equal, whereas only 27% of British 
speakers felt that this generic man was female inclusive.  
In question 7 the difference between the monolinguals was somewhat significant (p= 
0.01), as was also the difference between all the language variants (p= 0.02). In 
questions 5 and 9 no significant differences were detected (p= 0.71 and p= 0.99 
respectively), as the consensus seems to be that both traditional genders are included in 
mankind and ‘all men in the room’ refers to males only.  
GENDER 
 
Figure 14. Questions 5, 7, 9, 11 and 12 – Variable gender.  
In question 5 the difference between female and male participants was deemed 
significant (p= 0.00033), as was the differences between all the gender categories as 
well (p= 0.00003). The significant difference in question 5 was that 87% of the 
participants in the category other felt both genders were included in mankind, whereas 
over 97% of participants in the other categories did so, however, this is due to the 
category other being so small and thus only 2 participants equaled to 13% viewing man 
as female exclusive. There was no significant difference detected in question 7 (p= 
0.34). In percentage over 70% of participants in the categories other and DNWS felt 





















Female 3.15% 96.85% 56.30% 43.70% 99.28% 0.72% 76.93% 23.07% 52.72% 47.13%
Male 0.71% 99.29% 58.19% 41.81% 99.53% 0.47% 74.91% 24.85% 50.65% 49.23%
Other 13.33% 86.67% 73.33% 26.67% 93.33% 6.67% 80.00% 20.00% 60.00% 40.00%






























so. However, the categories other and DNWS are so small that the percentages might not 
be fully representative here (hence the insignificant p-value). There were no significant 
differences based on gender in question 9. In question 11, there were no significant 
differences either (p= 0.837), as 75-77% of the participants in the categories female, 
male and DNWS felt only males are included, and 80% in the category other. There 
were no significant differences in question 12 either (p= 0.74), as 47-53% of 
participants in the categories female, male and DNWS felt only males were included and 
about 60% in the category other felt so. 
AGE 
 
Figure 15. Questions 5, 7, 11 and 12 – Variable age. 
The most significant differences based on age were found again in questions 11 and 12 
(p < 0.00 in both questions), as 35% of participants over the age of 50 viewed man as 
female inclusive in question 11, whereas less than 30% in the other age groups did so. 
In question 12, over 50% of participants between the ages 15-40 felt that only males 
were included, and less than 50% in the age range of 41-80.  
The overall difference in question 7 was deemed somewhat significant (p= 0.023), as 
more over 30 year participants viewed man as female inclusive than did younger 
participants. Differences in questions 5 and 9 were insignificant (p= 0.42 and p= 0.99 
respectively), as in question 5 the consensus was that both genders are included in 





















15-20 2.13% 97.87% 62.50% 37.50% 99.70% 0.30% 76.83% 22.87% 55.79% 43.90%
21-30 2.33% 97.67% 58.09% 41.91% 99.19% 0.81% 77.30% 22.70% 51.34% 48.54%
31-40 0.78% 99.22% 53.13% 46.88% 99.22% 0.78% 72.27% 27.34% 50.39% 49.61%
41-50 1.15% 98.85% 56.32% 43.68% 100.00% 0.00% 74.71% 25.29% 43.68% 56.32%







Who is included in man?
Question 7
All men are 
created equal
Question 5
All mankind is 
created equal
Question 9













Figure 16. Questions 5 7, 9, 11 and 12 – Variable education.  
The differences between the education categories were insignificant (p > 0.05) for all 
questions except questions 5 and 7, which produced slightly significant p-values (p= 
0.043 and p= 0.010 respectively). The differences between college/university educated 
participants and participants with a lower education were insignificant as well (p > 
0.05). Whether the participants had a background in linguistics or not played no role in 
questions 5, 9, 11 and 12, but there was a significant difference in question 7 (p= 
0.0002), as 61% of participants with no background in linguistics and 51% of 
participants familiar with linguistics viewed man as female exclusive.  
4.4.2.2 Focus on 3rd Person Singular Pronouns – Questions 4, 17 and 18 
In the following sections the focus is on the 3rd person singular pronouns, as the 
questions aimed to find out which pronouns the participants preferred to use themselves 
(questions 4 and 17) and which they viewed to be fit for gender neutral language use 
(question 18). 
4.4.2.2.1 They, he, she, it or something else?  
LANGUAGE 
The most significant finding based on the independent variable language in question 4 
was found between the monolingual American and British English speakers (p < 0.00), 





















College/ University 2.50% 97.50% 56.44% 43.56% 99.55% 0.45% 75.94% 23.97% 51.88% 48.12%
Upper secondary school 0.26% 99.74% 59.11% 40.89% 98.70% 1.30% 75.78% 23.96% 51.82% 47.66%
Secondary school 1.75% 98.25% 77.19% 22.81% 100.00% 0.00% 78.95% 21.05% 50.88% 49.12%







Who is included in man?
Question 5
All mankind is 
created equal
Question 7
All men are 
created equal
Question 9




All men should 
vote
Question 12






American speakers chose this option; moreover, 9% of the American and only 4% of 
British participants chose the option with the generic he.  
 
Figure 17. Question 4 – Variable language. 
The overall differences between the participants’ answers based on their native 
language were deemed significant as well (p= < 0.0027), as significantly more 
monolingual Finnish speakers (18%) and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals (21%) chose the 
generic he option, compared with monolingual English speakers (6%) and English-
Finnish bilinguals (8%).  
The participants also had the option of typing in their own alternative. More Finnish 
speakers (including bilinguals) suggested he or she constructions than did monolingual 
English speakers. Compared with the monolingual English speakers, more Finnish 
speakers also offered other gender neutral suggestions, such as using the pronoun one 
and dropping the pronoun altogether. 
GENDER 
The differences between all the gender categories were deemed significant (p= 
0.000029). The most significant finding was that all participants in the category other 
chose the option with the singular they, whereas 82-83% in the other categories chose 
singular they.  
                                                 
27 The option it is not included in any of the chi-squares, since there were only 3 participants in total who 





















English 91.30% 0.46% 0.12% 6.03% 1.39% 0.70%
Finnish 73.32% 2.08% 0.32% 17.57% 4.31% 2.40%
English-Finnish 86.84% 0.00% 0.00% 7.89% 2.63% 2.63%













Figure 18. Question 4 – Variable gender. 
The difference between female and male participants was somewhat significant (p= 
0.015), as in percentage almost equally as many females as males chose singular they 
(83%) and the greatest difference was found in the option with the generic he, as fewer 
females chose the generic he option (9% of females and 13% of males). 12 female 
participants (2%) and 8 male participants (1%) chose the feminine pronoun she, 
whereas participants in categories other and DNWS did not choose this option. The he 
or she construction was suggested by 4% of females, whereas only by 2% of males and 
by none in the categories other and DNWS.  
AGE 
 




















Female 82.95% 1.72% 0.14% 9.31% 3.87% 2.01%
Male 83.25% 0.83% 0.12% 12.85% 1.77% 1.18%
Other 100.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%


























All 15-20 87.84% 0.61% 0.00% 10.03% 0.91% 0.30%
All 21-30 87.56% 0.47% 0.36% 9.48% 2.49% 1.42%
All 31-40 77.34% 2.73% 0.00% 14.06% 3.52% 2.34%
All 41-50 73.26% 3.49% 0.00% 16.28% 4.65% 2.33%











The differences based on the independent variable age were deemed significant (p= 
0.00000006). The most significant finding was that the singular they is clearly preferred 
by the younger generations (<50), whereas in comparison ‘only’ 53% of participants 
over the age of 50 chose singular they.  
The highest number of participants to choose the option with the generic he were over 
50 year old participants (27%), whereas significantly fewer participants in the other age 
categories chose the generic he (less than 16%). Slightly surprisingly the over 50 age 
group also had the highest percentage of participants choosing a he or she construction 




Figure 20. Question 4 – Variable education. 
There were no significant differences between the participants’ answers based on 
whether they had a college/university level education or a lower level of education (p= 
0.43). However, if we consider all the education categories, the differences are 
significant (p= 0.00058). The category Other schooling varied the most from the other 
categories, as ‘only’ 60% chose singular they (whereas in other categories over 80% of 
the participants chose this option), 15% the generic he and 15% a he or she 
construction. There were no significant differences between the participants’ answers 





















College/University 83.72% 1.25% 0.09% 10.55% 3.04% 1.25%
Upper secondary school 82.81% 1.30% 0.52% 13.02% 1.30% 1.04%
Secondary school 85.96% 0.00% 0.00% 8.77% 0.00% 5.26%











4.4.2.2.2 Personal Pronouns – Context matters 
In question 17 the participants were asked which of the 7 provided options they would 
use when referring to both genders (they could also fill in their own suggestions) and in 
question 18 they were provided the same options and were asked which of the options 
would best fit gender equal language use. Since the individual answer combinations 
were plenty (+100), I have categorized the data anew: Participants who chose singular 
they as their only option; participants who chose any kind of a gender neutral 
combination and participants who chose any kind of a combination that included the 
generic he. The singular they is of course also a gender neutral option, but since it was 
such a popular choice for the participants, it got its own category. Moreover, the 
percentages in the following figures do not always add up to 100%, as the generic she 
was not included in gender neutral options. 
LANGUAGE 
 
Figure 21. Questions 17 and 18 – Variable language. 
The most significant differences were found between American and British 
monolinguals (for Q17 p= 0.00010 and for Q18 p= 0.0018), as significantly more 
Americans chose to include the generic he in their combination of options in question 
17 (19% of Americans and 12% of British) and more British (59%) than American 
speakers (44%) chose singular they as their only option. In question 18 more British 
speakers chose the singular they (64% compared with 52% of Americans), as more 
Americans opted for other gender neutral options (43% compared with 31% of British 
speakers). 
Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18
Only singular they 50.81% 57.42% 28.12% 48.72% 34.21% 60.53% 23.08% 42.31%
Masculine generic included 14.73% 3.83% 14.86% 2.08% 10.53% 2.63% 11.54% 3.85%
















The overall differences based on the participants native language in question 17 were 
highly significant (p < 0.00) and in question 18 somewhat significant (p= 0.01). The 
biggest difference was that significantly more monolingual English speakers chose 
singular they as their only option in question 17 (51%), compared with monolingual 
Finnish speakers (28%), English-Finnish (34%) and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals (23%). 
Question 18 showed a similar trend, as 57% of English and 49% of Finnish 
monolinguals chose singular they as their only option. In question 17 the monolinguals 
opted for the generic he in their combinations (approximately 15%) somewhat more 
than did the bilinguals (11-12%), whereas in question 18, approximately 4% of 
monolingual English speakers and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals included the generic he 
in their combination. 
GENDER 
 
Figure 22. Questions 17 and 18 – Variable gender. 
Based on gender, there was a significant difference between the participants’ answers in 
question 17 (p= 0.00001), whereas the differences were insignificant in question 18 (p= 
0.17). In question 17, more males than females chose singular they as their only option 
(44% and 36% respectively). Moreover, a total of 17% of males included the generic he 
in their combinations, whereas only 11% of females and only 6-7% of participants in 
the categories other and DNWS did so. In question 18, 4% of males chose the generic 
he, and in comparison even fewer females did so (2%). Participants in the category 
DNWS chose the generic he, singular they and other gender neutral options almost in the 
same proportions in both questions, but there were individual differences, as almost all 
participants in this gender category changed their answers from question 17 to 18.  
Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18
Only singular they 36.10% 52.58% 43.51% 54.01% 47.06% 47.06% 66.67% 80.00%
Masculine generic included 11.32% 2.15% 17.33% 3.89% 5.88% 5.88% 6.67% 0.00%














Figure 23. Questions 17 and 18 – Variable age. 
Significant differences were also detected based on the participants’ age (for Q17 p= 
0.00013 and for Q18 p= 0.00022). Unlike in question 4 where the biggest percentage of 
participants to choose the generic he were over 50, in question 17 it was 15-20 year olds 
(18%), whereas fewer over 50 year old participants did so (10%).  
Significantly more 15-20 year olds (49%) chose singular they as their only option in 
question 17, compared with the older age groups (< 40%). The same trend is visible in 
question 18, as 63% of 15-20 year olds chose singular they as their only option, whereas 
less than 54% of the participants in the other age groups did so; for example only 37% 
of participants over the age of 50. In question 18 almost 5% of 15-20 year olds included 
the generic he in their combinations, whereas, quite significantly, none of the over 50 
year old participants viewed the generic he fit for gender neutral language use.  
EDUCATION 
 
Figure 24. Questions 17 and 18 – Variable education. 
Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18
Only singular they 49.09% 63.41% 39.70% 53.20% 34.38% 47.66% 38.37% 46.51% 32.65% 36.73%
Masculine generic included 18.29% 4.57% 13.74% 2.33% 16.02% 4.69% 6.98% 2.33% 10.20% 0.00%








15-20 21-30 31-40 41-50 Over 50
Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18 Q17 Q18
Only singular they 39.03% 51.57% 44.01% 58.59% 47.37% 64.91% 35.00% 35.00%
Masculine generic included 14.50% 3.22% 15.10% 2.86% 12.28% 1.75% 15.00% 5.00%




















Based on the participants’ education, significant differences were not detected in 
question 17 (p= 0.57) and only a slightly significant difference was found in question 18 
(p= 0.02), as significantly fewer participants in the category other schooling chose 
singular they as their only option (35%), compared with the other categories (over 
50%).  
There was no significant difference in question 17 based on whether the participant had 
a background in linguistics or not, but a somewhat significant difference in question 18 
(p= 0.012), as fewer participants with a linguistic background chose only the option 
singular they (48%) than did participants with no background in linguistics (57%), 
whereas the participants with linguistic background who did not choose singular they as 
their only choice, opted mostly for other gender neutral options. Consequently more 
participants with a linguistic background chose gender neutral options than participants 
with no such background (48% and 40% respectively). 
The differences based on whether the participants had a college/university education or 
a lower level of education were deemed insignificant (for Q17 p= 0.20 and for Q18 p= 
0.07).  
4.4.2.3 Attitudes towards Language Use – Questions 14, 16 and 19 
Questions 14 and 16, which will be discussed first, asked the participants to either 
disagree or agree with given statements. The Likert scale was used for these questions. 
LANGUAGE 
 



















English 0.93% 2.32% 3.36% 40.02% 53.36% 5.45% 15.08% 21.46% 29.70% 28.31%
Finnish 0.16% 2.08% 3.19% 39.46% 55.11% 3.83% 12.14% 18.69% 33.23% 32.11%
English-Finnish 0.00% 0.00% 2.63% 39.47% 57.89% 10.53% 7.89% 18.42% 34.21% 28.95%






Language can affect the way we think
and our perception of things.
Question 16





There were no significant differences between the participants’ answers based on their 
native language in questions 14 and 16 (p= 0.45 and p= 0.25 respectively). Over 90% of 
participants in all the gender categories agreed to some degree with the first statement 
whereas question 16 divided the participants more, as 50-60% of participants agreed to 
gender equal language use being important. The largest group to agree that gender equal 
language use is important were Finnish speakers (65%) and the smallest English 
speakers (58%).  
There was a somewhat significant difference between American and British English 
monolinguals (p= 0.012), as 91% of Americans and 96% of British speakers agreed to 
the statement in question 14. A difference could be seen in question 16 as well (p= 
0.0014), as more American (32%) than British speakers (22%) strongly agreed that 
gender neutral language is important, but overall approximately 56% speakers of both 
variants expressed they agreed with the statement to some degree. 
GENDER 
 
Figure 26. Questions 14 and 16. Variable gender. 
Regarding the independent variable gender, there were significant differences in both 
questions (for Q14 p= 0.00000064 and for Q16 the p< 0.00). The most significant 
difference was detected between the female and male participants in question 16 (p < 
0.00), as in percentage over twice as many females than males strongly agreed with the 
statement of gender neutral language use being important (43% of females, 18% of 
males), whereas significantly more males than females disagreed with the statement 
(28% of males, 8% of females). In question 16 participants in the categories other and 



















Female 0.43% 1.15% 1.86% 36.39% 60.17% 1.15% 6.73% 17.34% 31.95% 42.84%
Male 0.59% 2.71% 4.59% 43.58% 48.53% 8.01% 20.02% 23.20% 31.10% 17.67%
Other 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 46.67% 53.33% 0.00% 6.67% 6.67% 20.00% 66.67%






Question 14 Language can affect the way 
we think and our perception of things.
Question 16 Gender equal 




participants in these categories so they might not be as representative of larger 
populations. Also, the largest group to disagree strongly with the statement of gender 
neutral language use being important were participants in the DNWS category (18%).  
The significant difference in question 14 was due to 18% of participants in the category 
DNWS disagreeing with the statement, whereas only 3% of males, 2% of females and 
none in the category other disagreed with the statement. Unfortunately it is impossible 
to say why participants in the category DNWS felt this way.  
AGE 
 
Figure 27. Questions 14 and 16 – Variable age. 
There was no significant difference in question 14 between the participants’ answers 
based on their age (p= 0.28), and only a somewhat significant difference in question 16 
(p= 0.019). However, there was no clear trend based on the participants’ age in question 
16; In percentage the biggest differences were found between the age groups of 15-20 
and 31-40, with more participants in the latter age range agreeing with the statement. 
Moreover, none of the participants in the over 50 category disagreed strongly, and only 
12% somewhat disagreed with the statement. 
EDUCATION 
There was a significant difference in question 14 based on the participants’ education (p 
< 0.00) but whether the participants had a linguistic background made no difference (p= 
0.07). The biggest differences were found in the participants’ answers who informed 



















All 15-20 0.91% 1.22% 4.57% 42.68% 50.61% 7.32% 17.99% 24.39% 28.05% 22.26%
All 21-30 0.47% 2.91% 3.26% 40.28% 53.08% 4.77% 13.74% 19.91% 30.85% 30.73%
All 31-40 0.39% 1.17% 2.34% 37.50% 58.59% 3.91% 10.55% 16.41% 35.55% 33.59%
All 41-50 1.16% 0.00% 2.33% 33.72% 62.79% 3.49% 10.47% 18.60% 33.72% 33.72%





Question 14 Language can affect the way we 
think and our perception of things.
Question 16 Gender equal 




However, this group was small with only 20 participants, so it might not represent a 
larger population (also we do not know what kind of a schooling they actually have).  
 
Figure 28. Questions 14 and 16 – Variable education. 
There was no significant difference in question 16 based on the participants’ education 
(p= 0.27), although in percentage 80% of participants in the category other schooling 
agreed with the statement, whereas less than 70% in the other education categories did 
so. There was a somewhat significant difference based on the participants’ linguistic 
background (p= 0.003), as 64% of participants with a linguistic background and 59% 
with no such background agreed to some degree with the statement in question 16. 
Question 19 asked the participants whether they thought a new, gender neutral 3rd 
person pronoun could be added to English. 
LANGUAGE 
 
Figure 29. Question 19 – Variable language. 
There were highly significant differences between the participants’ answers based on 
their native language (p < 0.00). The biggest proportion of participants to express they 



















College/University 0.72% 2.24% 3.04% 39.80% 54.20% 4.74% 14.04% 19.59% 30.77% 30.86%
Upper secondary school 0.26% 1.82% 3.65% 40.36% 53.91% 5.47% 14.06% 23.70% 30.21% 26.56%
Secondary school 0.00% 1.75% 5.26% 54.39% 38.60% 5.26% 10.53% 15.79% 42.11% 26.32%






Question 14 Language can affect the 
way we think and our perception of things.
Question 16 Gender equal 
language use is important.
No, it is not
needed
No, but it is
needed
Perhaps




English 39.10% 8.82% 22.85% 16.24% 12.99%
Finnish 20.29% 8.15% 38.50% 15.18% 17.89%
English-Finnish 34.21% 7.89% 28.95% 10.53% 18.42%






Question 19 Could a new, gender neutral 3rd person pronoun




of Finnish monolinguals and slightly less than 30% of English speakers and English-
Finnish bilinguals felt so. 48% of English speakers thought that a new, gender neutral 
3rd person pronoun could not be added to English, whereas only 28% of Finnish 
speakers, 25% of Finnish-Swedish bilinguals and 42% of English-Finnish bilinguals 
thought so. 19% of Finnish-Swedish bilinguals felt this kind of an addition was needed 
in English, whereas 26% of English-Finnish bilinguals, 22% of English and 26% of 
Finnish monolinguals thought so. The majority of English speakers did not feel the 
addition was needed (55%), whereas considerably fewer Finnish speakers (35%), fewer 
English-Finnish bilinguals (45%) and fewer Finnish-Swedish bilinguals (42%) thought 
so. 
The difference between American and British English speakers was deemed highly 
significant (p < 0.00) as well, as significantly more Americans (27%) than British 
monolinguals (15%) felt that a new pronoun was needed; consequently 68% of British 
did not feel a new pronoun was needed, whereas 45% of Americans did not either. More 
American (33%) than British monolinguals (25%) also thought the addition was 
possible, whereas 57% of British and 40% of American English speakers felt the 
addition was not possible.  
GENDER 
 
Figure 30.  Question 19 – Variable gender. 
There were highly significant differences in question 19 based on the participants’ 
gender (p < 0.00). Especially the difference between females and males was highly 
significant (p < 0.00), as 51% of males did not think a new 3rd person pronoun could be 
added to English, whereas considerably fewer females thought so (27%); in comparison 
No, it is not
needed
No, but it is
needed
Perhaps
Yes, but it is not
needed
Yes, it is needed
Female 16.05% 10.60% 37.25% 13.90% 22.21%
Male 43.93% 6.60% 23.67% 17.55% 8.24%
Other 6.67% 13.33% 26.67% 6.67% 46.67%












even fewer participants in the category other (20%) and the category DNWS (18%) 
thought so.  
In percentage, by far the most participants to express a new pronoun could be added 
were participants in the categories other and DNWS (over 50% in both categories) and 
that it was needed (41% of DNWS participants and 60% of other), whereas 36% of 
females and 26% of males felt a pronoun addition was possible and 33% of females and 
only 15% of males felt it was needed. Moreover, 13% of participants in the category 
other, 35% in the category DNWS, 30% of females and 61% of males did not think a 
new pronoun is needed. 
AGE 
 
Figure 31. Question 19 – Variable age. 
Age did not seem to play a role in the participants’ answers in question 19 and there 
were no clear patterns (p= 0.12). In percentage, the biggest difference was that 44% of 
participants in the age range 15-20 did not feel a pronoun addition was possible, 
whereas only 32% of over 50 year old participants felt so.  
The largest group in percentage to express the addition was possible were 21-30 year 
olds (33%) and the largest group to express a new pronoun was needed were 41-50 year 
old participants (30%), whereas 20% of 15-20 year olds thought so (the smallest group).  
 
 
No, it is not
needed
No, but it is
needed
Perhaps
Yes, but it is not
needed
Yes, it is needed
15-20 36.89% 7.32% 25.61% 17.38% 12.80%
21-30 29.45% 8.61% 29.34% 17.11% 15.48%
31-40 31.25% 7.42% 32.42% 12.89% 16.02%
41-50 24.42% 13.95% 36.05% 9.30% 16.28%














Figure 32. Question 19 – Variable education. 
There were no significant differences in question 19 based on the participants’ 
education (p= 0.06). However, there was a slightly significant difference between 
college/university educated participants and participants with a lower education (p= 
value 0.044).   
Whether the participants had studied linguistics or not played a bigger role (p= 
0.00005), as 38% of participants with a linguistic background and 40% of participants 
with no linguistic background felt the addition was not possible; 28% of participants 
familiar with linguistics felt it was possible and 33% of participants with no linguistic 
background felt so too. 40% of participants with a linguistic background and 51% with 
no background in linguistics felt the addition was not needed, whereas 26% of 
participants familiar with linguistics felt a new pronoun was needed and 22% of  
participants with no background in linguistics. 
4.5 Analysis 
In this section the four independent variables will be contrasted, first seeking to find out 
which participants were most likely to choose gender neutral options and which 
masculine generics, and then presenting a summary of the results along with the 
analysis. 
4.5.1 Contrasting Language, Gender, Age and Education  
For the purpose of finding out what kind of participants were most likely to choose 
gender neutral options and which masculine generics, the participants were categorized 
No, it is not
needed
No, but it is
needed
Perhaps




College/University 30.53% 9.04% 31.24% 14.59% 14.59%
Upper secondary school 31.77% 6.25% 26.30% 20.31% 15.36%
Secondary school 36.84% 8.77% 19.30% 10.53% 24.56%










anew according to all four variables. Categories gathering less than 20 participants (1% 
of all participants) were dismissed as they would not give comparable results. 
Consequently, participants with a secondary schooling (or equivalent) or some other 
form of schooling, bilingual participants and participants in the gender categories 
DNWS and Other are not represented in these categories. The American-British 
variation was not considered either, thus ‘English’ refers to native speakers of all the 
English variants. Moreover, question 14 did not concentrate on gender neutral language, 
so it will not be considered here and unfortunately questions 17 and 18 cannot be 
analyzed this closely, as there were simply too many possible combinations the 
participants could form.  
Thus, for the analysis in this section, over 20 detailed categories were formed based on 
all four independent variables; for example Finnish females in the age group of 21-30 
who have had a college/university education or English males in the age group of 15-20 
who have had an Upper secondary school schooling. However, only the categories with 
the highest or lowest percentage for each studied feature, i.e. masculine generics or 
gender neutral options, will be presented. 
Considering the options of question 2 (mankind, men, humankind, human beings and 
people), a total of 88% of 21-30 year old Finnish university educated females chose a 
gender neutral option and consequently only 12% chose a masculine generic. The 
second highest gender neutral options percentage (83%) was found in the category 
Finnish Females in the age range of 21-30 who have an upper secondary school 
education (lukio t. ammattikoulu). The highest percentage for choosing a generic 
masculine option was found in the category of 41-50 year old English Males with a 
college education (44%). The second highest were 21-30 year old English males with an 
upper secondary school education (43%). When contrasting just gender and native 
language, approximately 65% of English males chose a gender neutral option, whereas 
74% of English females, 84% of Finnish females and 70% of Finnish males did so.  
In question 4, where the focus was on 3rd person pronouns and the ready options were 
he, she, they and it, native English speaking males favored the use of singular they the 




chose singular they. The follow ups were 21-30 year old English males who have an 
upper secondary school education (95%). Overall 93% of English males chose singular 
they in question 4, whereas 90% of English females, 80% of Finnish females and 71% 
of Finnish males did so. Consequently 24% of Finnish males chose the generic he, 
whereas 12% of Finnish females, 8% of English females and only 5% of English males 
did so. The highest percentage for choosing the generic he (32%) was found in the 
category of 31-40 year old college/university educated Finnish males.  
Considering the independent variables language and gender in questions 5, 7, 11 and 
1228, which asked the participants who they thought were included in each masculine 
collective noun, the highest number of participants to view man as female exclusive 
were English females. Except for question 5, where Finnish females were second most 
likely to exclude females, English males came close to the English females’ 
percentages. This could suggest native language plays a bigger role in interpreting man 
than does gender, as more non-native speakers accepted man in its generic meaning. 
However, for all but question 12, over 50% (and up to 86%) of participants viewed man 
as female exclusive. Except for question 7 where it was Finnish females, most likely to 
include females in man were Finnish males.  
 Both genders Only male 
Q5 All males nearly 100% 21-30, Female, Finnish, University 
Q7 31-40, Female, Finnish, University 41-50,  Male, English, University 
Q11 31-40, Male, Finnish, University 
21-30, Male, English, Upper 
secondary 
Q12 21-30, Male, Finnish, University 
21-30;31-40, Male, English, 
University 
Table 33. Questions 5, 7, 11 and 12 – All variables. 
If we consider all independent variables (see table 33), the largest number of 
participants to view the man in question 5 as female exclusive were 21-30 year old 
college or university educated Finnish females, whereas for question 7 it was 41-50 year 
old college or university educated English males, for questions 11 and 12 English males 
in the age range of 21-30 who in question 11 had an upper secondary schooling and in 
question 12 either an upper secondary schooling or a university/college education. Most 
                                                 




likely to accept the generic man and include both genders were in question 7 Finnish 
college or university educated females in the age range of 31-40, in question 11 Finnish 
college or university educated males in the age range of 31-40 and for question 12 it 
was 21-30 year old Finnish college or university educated males. 
In question 16, almost 80% of Finnish females either somewhat agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement that gender neutral language use is important, whereas 71% of 
English females did so and only about 50% of Finnish and English males. The smallest 
number of participants to disagree with the statement was also found in the category 
Finnish females with only 6% somewhat or strongly disagreeing, where as 28% of 
English males disagreed with the statement. When considering all the variables, the 
highest number of participants to agree with the statement were 31-40 year old 
university educated Finnish females (81%), with not a lot of difference to 21-30 and 41-
50 year old Finnish females in the same education category (both approximately 80%). 
The biggest number of participants to disagree with the statement was found in the 
category of 41-50 year old college or university educated English males (36%), of 
whom still 40% agreed with the statement; this was the second smallest group to agree 
with the statement, exceeded by 15-20 year old English males with an upper secondary 
schooling (35%). 
Noteworthy is as well that considerably more 31-40 year old Finnish males with either 
an upper secondary schooling or a university education agreed to the statement (60-
70%) compared with younger Finnish males with the same education levels (40-45%). 
A similar tendency was detected with English males, as smaller numbers of 15-20 year 
olds with a college or upper secondary school education (35-40%) agreed to the 
statement, compared with the 21-40 year old participants with the same education (50-
60%).  
Question 19, asking the participants whether they thought a new, gender neutral 3rd 
person pronoun could be added to English (see table 34). Only 24% of English males 
were of the opinion that a new, gender neutral pronoun could be added to English, 
whereas 36% of English females felt so. Only 14% of English males felt a new pronoun 




felt so. English males were most strongly opinionated in question 19, as only 18% 
stated they were neutral on the matter; the highest number of participants that remained 
neutral were Finnish females with 44%. 
Question 19        Yes        No Needed Not needed 
English Females 36 % 34 % 32 % 38 % 
English Males 24 % 58 % 14 % 68 % 
Finnish Females 35 % 21 % 33 % 22 % 
Finnish Males 30 % 37 % 17 % 50 % 
Table 34. Question 19 – Variables language and gender. 
When considering all four variables, the highest number of participants to think the 
addition was possible was found in the category of 15-20 year old English speaking 
females with an upper secondary school education (63%), moreover 40% of participants 
in this category felt that it was needed (however, 45% in this category felt it was not 
needed). Second highest supporters for a new gender neutral pronoun were 21-30 
Finnish females with an upper secondary school education (38%); 48% of participants 
in this category felt the addition was also possible. The biggest proportion of 
participants who felt a new pronoun was not needed was found in the category of 31-40 
year old English males with a college education (72%), of whom only 14% felt it was 
needed and 18% that the addition was possible. The smallest percentage of participants 
stating a new pronoun is needed was found in the category of 15-20 year old English 
males with a college education (11%).  
4.5.2 Summary of Results and Analysis 
Of all the considered independent variables, it would seem that native language played 
the biggest role in having an effect on the participants’ answers, as the differences were 
significant in 9 out of the 12 considered questions. For gender, the differences were 
significant in 8 of the questions, whereas for age in 6 and for education in only 3 
questions. We can thus assume that only the independent variables native language and 




There were no questions where there would not have been any significant differences 
based on at least one of the considered variables. It is difficult to say why the 
participants’ education and age seemed to affect the answers in some of the questions 
but not in all. For example in question 4, more over 50 year old participants than 
younger participants chose the generic he option, but in question 17 with a very similar 
setting, it was 15-20 year old participants who formed the biggest group to choose 
masculine generic options.  
The participants were mostly consistent in their answers. For example 89% of the 
participants who chose a gender neutral option in question 2 also chose a gender neutral 
option in question 4 (Figures 3 and 4). Only 9% of participants who chose gender 
neutral options both in question 2 and 4 included a masculine generic in their 
combination in question 17 (only 3 of these chose only the generic he) and only 14 (less 
than 2%) of these participants included the generic he in their combination in question 
18 (and none as their only choice). However, the pattern is not as clear when 
considering participants who chose a masculine generic in question 2, since singular 
they was chosen by a clear majority, 83% of all participants in question 4. Only 66 
participants (15%) of the 442 participants who chose a masculine generic option in 
question 2 chose to do so in question 4 (Figures 3 and 4). As very similar sentences 
were used in questions 4 and 17 (with the difference that in question 4 participants 
could only choose one option), I anticipated the participants to answer these questions 
consistently. However, this was not the case for a majority of participants; The results 
for the generic he in question 4 and 17 are similar in percentage in almost all the 
categories, but of the 176 participants who chose the generic he in question 4, only 65 
(34%) included it in their combination for question 17. This might be due to the 
structure of the survey, as by question 17 the participants might already have guessed 
that gender neutral language use was being measured, but it is difficult to determine 
why some participants chose the generic he in question 4 but not in question 17, without 
having the possibility to actually ask the participants (Figures 4 and 7). Thus it seems 
participants were more constant with their answers when choosing gender neutral 




suggests that participants did not feel masculine generics are appropriate for all 
contexts. 
The participants were not consistent in all of the questions either, which makes it more 
difficult to outline patterns in their answers. For example I expected the participants to 
answer similarly in questions 11 and 12, as the statements in these were fairly similar; 
the sentence structure and the subject matter as well, as both had to do with the rights 
and responsibilities of citizens (All men should vote and all men have freedom of 
speech). Yet considerably more participants felt that only men were included in the 
statement of question 11, compared with question 12 (Figure 5). It is not possible to say 
what caused the participants to view these questions differently, at least not without the 
possibility to ask additional questions.  
Moreover, it is possible that the independent variables could have had an effect within 
other variable groups. This factor was controlled by examining the variable groups for 
their ratio for females and males, and Finnish and English participants29; as neither 
education or age seemed to play a big role in the participants’ answers, and as neither of 
these were equally distributed to begin with (i.e. over 70% of participants had a 
college/university level education and only 9% of participants were over the age of 40), 
these variables were not controlled. For gender and native language, significant 
differences in the distribution of participants were found only in the groups monolingual 
English speakers, where there was a clear male dominance (39% female, 59% male), 
and consequently in the male group, where English was the dominant language (35% 
Finnish, 60% English). Control sample groups were formed from both of these groups, 
with an equal distribution of females and males and Finnish and English speakers, 
respectively. There were no significant differences between the results of the sample 
groups and the original groups, as at most there were 3 percentage point differences (in 
2 questions for the male group), which would not have affected the analysis. Thus, the 
variables native language and gender ought to have delivered reliable results. 
                                                 
29 The smallest variable groups, namely the bilingual groups and the gender categories other and DNWS 
were not taken into account, since their distribution within the other variable groups was insignificant 
(less than 1%). Moreover, there were no monolingual Finnish speakers in the gender category other (and 




Overall the results show that the majority of participants chose gender neutral options, 
with considerably more men than women supporting the use of masculine generics, as is 
seen in questions 2, 4, and 17 (for example, 34% of men chose mankind or men in 
question 2 whereas 22% of women did so). Questions 17 and 18 revealed that a clear 
majority of participants do not view masculine generics to be fit for gender neutral 
language use, as the number of participants choosing a masculine generic option in their 
combination in question 17 dropped from 234 (15%) to 52 (3%) in question 18. 
Consequently, 85% of participants chose gender neutral options (including singular 
they) in question 17 and 96% in question 18 (Figure 7). These results suggest that the 
majority of participants would choose gender neutral options in both unspecified and 
gender neutral contexts, but also that even though the participants do not view the 
generic he to be fit for gender equal language use, they might still use it themselves. 
This might be a reflection of question 16, as not all participants viewed gender equal 
language use to be an important factor.  
In question 2 the most chosen option was people (55%), but men (25%) and human 
beings (16%) gathered considerable numbers of participants as well (Figure 3). 
Regarding the independent variable language, 13% of English-Finnish and 10% of 
Finnish-Swedish bilinguals opted for mankind, which were the biggest groups choosing 
this option when considering the variables individually (Figure 9). In question 4, where 
the focus was on 3rd person singular pronouns, 21% of Finnish-Swedish and 18% of 
Finnish speakers chose the masculine generic option (he), whereas only 6% of 
monolingual English speakers did so. The lower number of English speakers opting for 
the generic he could be due to their clear preference of singular they in this question. 
The smallest number of participants to choose singular they were Finnish-Swedish 
bilinguals (still 67%), which might reflect that some Finnish-Swedish bilinguals prefer 
more traditional options (such as the generic he). Thus it would seem that if the 
participant had English as their native language, even if they were bilinguals, they were 
more likely to choose singular they: If the participant had Finnish as their native 
language, or they were Finnish-Swedish bilinguals, they were more likely to choose the 
generic he. However, more Finnish and Finnish-Swedish speakers chose the option 




options included dropping the pronoun or using a different sentence construction, all 
gender neutral options (Figure 17). 
More females and participants in the gender category other than males chose gender 
neutral options in questions 2 (78% of females, 87% of other, 66% of males) and 4 
(89% of females, 100% of other, 86% of males), which is not surprising as both females 
and participants who do not identify as females or males, are targets of sexist language 
use, e.g. as they are not included in masculine generics by default. In question 4, men 
chose the generic he more frequently than women (approximately 4 percentage point 
difference), whereas in question 2 the difference between men and women was bigger, 
namely 12 percentage points, with men choosing masculine generics more frequently 
(Figures 10 and 18).  
By far the most popular option in question 4 was singular they (83%), whereas the 
generic he was chosen by 11% of the participants. The other ready options, the generic 
she and the 3rd person pronoun it were chosen only by a handful of participants (1% of 
participants and less than 1%, respectively), quite clearly suggesting these are not 
popular as referents for unknown antecedents. In question 17 somewhat more 
participants included she in their combination, namely 4%. However, 2 participants 
implied in their answers they were not viewing she as a generic, which might be the 
case with others too; as the generic she is so rare, it might not have been viewed as a 
generic in the survey questions. In question 4, the participants also had the option of 
writing in their own answer, but only 4% chose to do so. I expected participants in the 
gender category other to suggest some of the new pronouns (e.g. xe), but all of them 
opted for singular they in this question, which would suggest they feel singular they is 
sufficient in this context, where a clearly generic antecedent (a student) was used 
(Figures 4 and 10). The low number of participants suggesting he or she constructions 
in question 4 is likely due to it not being offered as a ready choice: In questions 17 and 
18, where the constructions he or she and she or he were given as ready options, 





A quite interesting finding was that out of the 42 participants who chose to propose a he 
or she construction in question 4, 34 (81%) were college/university educated. 
Moreover, 64% of the participants opting for he or she constructions were females and 
69% were either Finnish or Finnish-Swedish speakers. In question 17, 73% of all 
participants opting for these constructions were college/university educated participants, 
whereas the participants’ gender or native language played no role (i.e. almost 
50%/50% ratios). 
One of my presumptions was that older generations would feel more comfortable with 
the traditional generic he and younger participants with singular they; this could be seen 
in question 4, as over 50 year old participants gathered the highest percentage for the 
generic he (27%), whereas at highest 16% of participants in the other age groups chose 
the generic he. Moreover, significantly more participants under the age of 50 (73-88%), 
compared with the over 50 year old participants (53%), opted for singular they. Slightly 
surprisingly the over 50 age group also had the highest percentage of participants 
choosing a he or she construction (10%), choosing she (6%) and other options (4%), 
which suggests that the age group is rather varied (Figure 19). Moreover, quite 
significantly none of the over 50 year old participants viewed the generic he to be fit for 
gender neutral language use (Q18, figure 23). 
There was also a significant difference between British and American English 
monolinguals in question 4, as 96% of British speakers chose the singular they option, 
whereas 87% of American English speakers did so (Figure 17). The high number of 
British participants choosing singular they is not likely due to chance alone, as the 
category gathered 373 heterogeneous participants, although only 5 participants were in 
the age group over 50. The same trend could be seen in questions 17 and 18, where 
significantly more British (for Q17 59% and for Q18 64%) than American speakers (for 
Q17 44% and for Q18 52%) chose singular they as their only option in both questions 
(Figure 21). Moreover, significantly more monolingual English speakers (51%), 
compared with native Finnish speakers (28%), chose singular they as their only option 




singular they as their only option (49%), compared with the older age groups (less than 
40%, figure 23). 
In questions 5, 7, 9, 11 and 12 the participants were asked who is included in the 
generic man in each statement. The results were highly varying and the participants 
reached a clear consensus only in questions 5 (mankind) and 9 (all men in the room), as 
was expected (Figure 5). Quite interesting with mankind is that even though 98% of 
participants agreed on its generic nature, only 3% chose it in question 2 (Figures 3 and 
5). 
That only mankind was viewed as female inclusive by a majority of participants, 
suggests that the generic nature of man is not accepted by the majority (or at least not in 
these contexts). Based on these questions, it would seem participants accept the generic 
nature of man more readily if there is a compound noun that further enforces the 
generic, as in mankind, and that when man is specified by an attribute (such as in the 
room) it becomes more specific and loses its generic nature.  
In the who is included in man -questions somewhat more men thought both genders 
were included in man, but the differences to the women’s answers were not statistically 
significant (Figure 14). The participants in the gender category other formed the biggest 
groups to view man as sex specific (Q5: 13%, Q7: 73%, Q11: 80% and Q12: 60%). 
However, it needs to be kept in mind there were only 15 participants in the category of 
other gender, so they might not be fully representative of a larger population. In 
questions 5, 7 and 11 significantly more over 50 year old participants viewed man as 
female inclusive, compared with participants under the age of 50, and in question 12 
they formed the second largest group to view man as female inclusive, topped only by 
41-50 year olds (Figure 15). Based on this, albeit the older age groups are small, it 
would seem older people would accept the generic man more readily than the younger 
generations.  
There were more significant differences in the participants’ answers in these questions, 
when categorized by their native language (except for questions 5 and 9 where already 
the overall consensus was high), as the highest numbers of participants to accept the 




English speakers and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals viewed man as sex specific (Figure 
13). One reason for Finnish speakers having been more accepting of the traditional 
interpretation of man could be that presumably the Finnish participants have learned 
their English primarily or at least at first in school, where school books very well may 
have promoted the use of the generic man as a natural or even the only option.  
A significant difference was also observed between American and British speakers in 
question 7 (All men are created equal), as 53% of Americans and only 27% of British 
speakers viewed man as female inclusive: This result is not surprising, as the phrase is 
famous from the American Declaration of Independence. However, it seems remarkable 
that only half of the American participants viewed this phrase to include both genders, 
considering its status in the American society (Figure 13).  
Based on these results it would seem that Finnish speakers more readily accept the 
generic nature of man than do native English speakers, but would not use it themselves 
as much as native English speakers, as could be seen in question 2. However, in 
question 4 (Figure 17), a considerable number, 18%, of Finnish participants opted for 
the generic he version, whereas only 6% of native English speakers chose this version 
(the majority of Finnish speakers still opted for gender neutral options [80%]). This 
might also be due to the Finnish participants having learnt to use the generic he as a 
formal rule in school, instead of singular they for example. 
Quite significantly, over 90% of all participants agreed that the language we use can 
affect our thoughts and perception of things (Q14), whereas fewer participants, 
approximately 60%, thought that gender neutral language use is important (Q16, figure 
6). Considering the independent variable language, Finnish participants formed the 
largest majority (65%) to agree with the statement that gender equal language is 
important (Q16), whereas slightly less than 60% of English speakers felt the same 
(Figure 25). This might be due to cultural differences; as we saw in chapter 2.5, 
according to global studies, Finland is more gender equal than the U.S. and UK. Finnish 
participants also formed the second biggest proportion of participants to express that a 
new gender neutral pronoun could be added to English (33%) and the largest group to 




both). The largest number of participants, when grouped by their native languages, to 
express a new pronoun could be added in question 19 were Finnish-Swedish speakers 
(37%); it is quite likely that Finnish-Swedish speakers are familiar with hen and thus are 
more prone to think a pronoun addition is possible. However, only 19% of Finnish-
Swedish bilinguals felt a new pronoun was needed (Figure 29). There was also a 
significant difference between American and British monolinguals, as more American 
English speakers thought that a new pronoun was needed (27% compared with 15% of 
British participants) and also that the addition was possible (33% compared with 25% of 
British participants).  
Significantly more men (28%) than women (8%) disagreed with the statement of gender 
neutral language being important (Q16, figure 26). Men are less frequently the targets of 
sexist language use, as they are for example always included in masculine generics (a 
significant part of sexist language equipment). This might be the reason why some men 
do not see the problems that sexist language use causes and thus view gender equal 
language use as unimportant. However, it is important to note that the majority of men 
(49%) actually agreed to gender equal language use being important; still significantly 
fewer than women (75%). This same trend was shown in question 19, where 
significantly less men (15%) than women (33%) felt that a new pronoun was needed 
and as many as 62% of men thought it was not needed, whereas 30% of women felt so; 
quite significantly, 51% of men did not even think the addition was possible, whereas 
fewer women thought so (27%). As expected, the majority of participants in the 
category other (60%) expressed a wish for a new pronoun to be added (Figure 30). 
These results could be explained by men always being included in masculine generics, 
whereas the lower number of females, compared with the category other, feeling a need 
for a new pronoun could reflect that the issue of female invisibility in the generic he for 
example can be corrected by using the gender neutral, widely accepted, singular they in 
most cases, whereas singular they might not satisfy people who identify themselves as 
something other than a man or a woman (i.e. participants in the category other). These 
results support my presumption that participants who do not identify as female or male 
and chose the gender category other would wish for a new 3rd person gender neutral 




them expressed this in question 16. All of the participants in the gender category of 
other also felt language can affect our perception (Q14, figure 26). 
Only in questions 2, 7, 16, 18 and 19 were there statistically significant differences 
when categorizing the participants based on whether they had a background in 
linguistics or not. There was for example no significant difference in the participants’ 
preference for gender neutral options or masculine generics based on whether they were 
familiar with linguistics or not (e.g. question 2, figure 12). The most significant 
difference based on the participants’ linguistic background (or lack thereof) was found 
in question 7 (Figure 16), as 61% of participants not familiar with linguistics viewed 
man as female exclusive, compared with 51% of participants with a linguistic 
background. As the differences in the other who is included in man -questions were 
insignificant, it is difficult to determine why linguistic background seemed to play a role 
in question 7. The results of question 16 suggests, perhaps unsurprisingly, that people 
with a linguistic background are more aware of the importance of gender equal 
language use (64%), but the difference was not vast as 59% of participants with no 
background in linguistics answered similarly. The results of question 19 show that less 
participants with a linguistic background (28% compared with the 33% of participants 
with no such background) felt a new, gender neutral 3rd person pronoun could be added, 
and even fewer felt it was needed (22% compared with the 27% of participants with no 
background). Thus it would seem that whether the participants had a background in 











5. Discussion and Concluding Remarks 
The goals of this study were reached by collecting information from various empiric 
studies regarding generics and conducting an online survey concentrating primarily on 
masculine generics. In this closing chapter the main conclusions will be discussed and 
contrasted with previous studies. 
Some of the hypotheses regarding the results of the survey were supported by the data, 
but some were not, or in some cases reliable conclusions could not be made. For 
example, I expected older participants to support the use of the traditional masculine 
generics and the data supports this hypothesis, as older participants were more likely to 
a) choose options with generic he in unspecified contexts and b) view man as female 
inclusive. However, there were only 35 participants in the 50-59 age category and only 
14 participants over the age of 60, which seems an insufficient number to draw any 
conclusions that would represent a larger population. Moreover, there were no clear 
patterns in the answers of younger participants (<50) based on their grouping in 
different age categories. Thus, the results of the age categories are not fully reliable. 
Another assumption was that participants with a higher level of education would be 
more aware of the negative effects of sexist language use and thus opt for gender neutral 
language use. However, there were no clear patterns in the participants’ answers when 
categorized by their education, as significant differences were detected only in 3 out of 
the 12 study questions. Thus, unlike I hypothesized, it would seem the education level 
of the participants played little to no role in their answers. In a way this is a positive 
result, since it implies that people are generally more prone to use gender neutral 
language, as the majority of the participants did, albeit not everyone had a high level of 
education. Additionally, I expected to find a difference between participants with a 
background in linguistics and those who had no experience in linguistics, but most  
detected differences were quite marginal (approximately 5 percentage point differences) 
and in other cases the results were not consistent, i.e. reliable conclusions could not be 
drawn. 
As was expected, the majority of participants chose gender neutral options and it was 




masculine generics were fit for gender neutral language use. However, there were some 
supporters of masculine generics as well. Since the methods of this study were different 
from the studies presented in chapter 3, the results are perhaps not fully comparable. For 
comparison, Earp (2012: 14) reported that 27% of the studied instances were masculine 
generics and in Balhorn’s (2009: 399-401) study of newspaper prose masculine generics 
accounted for 26.5% of the instances in nonquoted texts. In the present study, similar 
percentages were retrieved for man (28% of participants in question 2 chose either man 
or mankind), but the generic he was chosen only by 11% of participants in question 4, 
and by approximately 15% in question 17.  
By contrast, the singular they seems to continue its triumphal march; whereas in Earp’s 
study (2012:14) only 19% of participants used singular they consistently, in Balhorn’s 
study (2009: 399-401) the percentage was significantly higher, namely 89% in quoted 
texts. In the present study, 83% of the participants chose the option with singular they in 
question 4, and even more in questions 17 and 18 (86% and 88% respectively). Age also 
seemed to play a role in the participants’ preference for singular they, as significantly 
more participants under the age of 50 (73-88%) chose singular they in question 4, 
whereas only 53% of participants over the age of 50 did so. The most likely participants 
to choose singular they were English males; moreover, English speakers in general were 
more likely to opt for singular they, compared with Finnish speakers. The feedback 
from the survey also showed that some native English speaking participants felt 
strongly about singular they, as many of them expressed their views explicitly: “the use 
of [singular] they is perfectly acceptable” (see Appendix C). However, the preference 
for singular they might not represent a wish for gender neutral language use as much as 
simply a stylistic preference; for example, English males were also the most likely 
participants to choose masculine generics in question 2.  
A somewhat unexpected yet highly significant finding was that 96% of British 
participants chose the singular they option in question 4. For example Baranowski 
(2002: 395) hypothesized that American writers are more conservative in that they 
avoid using singular they, but although the data of the present study shows a significant 




they, 87% of American participants still chose singular they as well in question 4. Thus, 
it would  seem that the reported conservative approach of Americans, which could be 
seen in their avoidance of singular they in Baranowski’s study (2002: 395), is fading. 
The ‘conservative Americans’ claim is not supported by the results of question 19 
either, as significantly more Americans (27%) than British monolinguals (15%) felt that 
a new pronoun was needed; a conservative approach would be to oppose language 
change.  
In addition, a significant finding was that university/college educated participants most 
frequently suggested and chose he or she constructions: In question 4, where the 
participants could type in their own suggestion, 81% of participants suggesting he or 
she constructions were college/university educated, whereas in question 17, where he or 
she constructions were included as ready options, 73% of participants choosing these 
options were college/university educated. Earp (2012: 14) also reported usage of he or 
she constructions in his study (35% of participants constantly used he or she), where all 
participants were college students, so these results might suggest that university/college 
educated persons are more prone to use he or she constructions, compared with persons 
with a lower level of education. However, as college/university educated participants 
also chose generic masculine options quite frequently, no reliable conclusions can be 
made based on the participants’ education. Moreover, in question 4, 64% of the 
participants opting for he or she constructions were females, which coincides with 
previous studies (e.g. Balhorn, 2009: 402) and suggests that women are more prone to 
use these constructions. In addition, 69% of participants suggesting he or she 
constructions were either Finnish or Finnish-Swedish speakers, supporting the 
hypothesis that Finnish speakers support gender neutral language use more than English 
speakers.  
However, compared with question 17, significantly fewer participants chose he or she 
constructions in question 18 (52% vs. 40% respectively), where the context was 
specified as gender neutral. This might be a reflection of the results retrieved from the 
study by Stahlberg et al. (2007: 174-175), which showed that he or she constructions 




not be viewed as gender neutral. Nevertheless, the high number of participants choosing 
he or she constructions in questions 17 and 18 suggests that these constructions are 
accepted by many, even though others dislike these constructions (e.g. see feedback, 
Appendix C). 
The hypothesis that men are more likely to support the use of masculine generics than 
women was also supported by the data of the present study, as for example 34% of male 
participants chose an option including a masculine generic in question 2, whereas 
significantly fewer, only 22% of women did so; the same trend could be seen in 
questions 4 and 17, albeit the differences were not as big (4 percentage point difference 
in question 4 and 6 percentage point difference in question 17). This result was 
expected, as previous studies have shown the same tendency (e.g. Meyers 1990: 234, 
Balhorn, 2009: 402).  
One of my hypotheses was that the interpretation of masculine generics is contextual, 
i.e. their generic nature is more readily accepted in some contexts than others. Holmes 
(2003: 124), for example, pointed out that the interpretation of masculine generics as 
sex-specific or generic can vary from person to person and from context to context. This 
was demonstrated by the answering patterns of the participants of the present study as 
well.  
That masculine generics are contextual seems clear based on the results of the present 
study, as the participants reached a clear consensus only in questions 5 and 7, viewing 
mankind as female inclusive and “all men in the room” as female exclusive. The other 
masculine generics (in questions 7, 11 and 12) were viewed as sex-specific by the 
majority (over 50%), but there was no clear consensus. These results, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, show that there is a tendency to interpret the simple masculine generic 
man as sex-specific, as has been shown by previous studies as well (as discussed in 
chapter 2.3.3, e.g. Harrison and Passero, 1975). 
Another hypothesis for the survey was that there would be a difference in the way 
native English and Finnish speakers use and assess the studied language properties. The 
data indeed showed significant differences between the monolinguals, as Finnish 




Finnish speakers viewed man as female inclusive in questions 7, 11 and 12. More 
Finnish speakers also chose the option with the generic he in question 4, but more 
English speakers chose men or mankind in question 2. It is likely that the relatively high 
amount of Finnish speakers accepting the generic man and choosing options with the 
generic he is due to what they have learnt in school, where masculine generics may have 
been presented as gender neutral and natural. That Finnish speakers have most likely 
learnt their English at school might also explain why significantly fewer Finnish 
speakers and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals chose options with singular they, which is still 
frowned upon by prescriptivists, but which again was by far the most popular option 
amongst native English speakers (e.g. in question 4).  
Albeit some Finnish participants opted for the generic he in question 4 and accepted the 
generic nature of man in questions 7, 11 and 12, Finnish speakers more frequently chose 
gender neutral options in question 2, compared with the native English speakers and 
bilinguals. If we disregard the singular they, which might be a stylistic preference to 
some rather than an attempt to be gender neutral, significantly more Finnish speakers 
chose gender neutral options overall. However, if we consider gender as well, we see 
that more English females chose gender neutral options than did Finnish males, which 
suggests that gender plays a bigger role in the participants’ tendency to opt for gender 
neutral options, compared with native language. 
Even though the consensus seems to be that masculine generics are not fit for gender 
neutral language, they were still chosen by a considerable number of participants. This 
implies not everyone is concerned with gender neutral language use, as could also be 
seen in question 16, where approximately 19% of the participants disagreed with the 
statement of gender neutral language use being important. Over three times as many 
men as women disagreed with the statement, which could be the result of men not being 
the target of sexist language and thus they might not comprehend the issues caused by it 
as well as women, who are, more often than not, targeted by sexist language use. The 
results of contrasting the independent variables (section 4.5.1) also suggest quite 
strongly that especially older males (+40) are more prone to view gender neutral 




study on attitudes towards sexist language, where “men showed less favorable attitudes 
toward nonsexist language than women” (Douglas and Sutton, 2014: 672).  
More Finnish than native English speakers also viewed gender neutral language use as 
important, which could be due to cultural factors; Finland is ranked high in all the major 
gender equality surveys (as was presented in section 2.5), where as the U.S. and U.K. 
are usually placed lower on the scale. Moreover, when considering both gender and 
native language, 80% of Finnish females viewed gender neutral language use as 
important; by far the biggest percentage for any of the detailed categories.  
One of the hypotheses was that speakers of a genderless language would be more open 
to the idea of a new, gender neutral pronoun being added to English. The results show 
that more Finnish speakers and Finnish-Swedish bilinguals felt a new pronoun could be 
added, compared with monolingual English speakers. Moreover, Finnish speakers and 
Finnish-English bilinguals formed the biggest groups to express that a new pronoun was 
needed. Additionally to the cultural factors (i.e. different levels of gender equality in the 
respective countries), it is likely that Finnish speakers (including Finnish bilinguals) are 
already aware of the benefits of a gender neutral 3rd person singular pronoun, due to 
being familiar with hän, the Finnish gender neutral 3rd person singular pronoun, and 
hen, the Swedish gender neutral 3rd person singular pronoun, which was more or less 
artificially added to the language. The feedback from the survey also indicated that 
many native English speakers simply did not believe the addition was possible in any 
way (see Appendix C), whereas Finnish speakers did not oppose the addition as 
explicitly:   
“The final question about a new genderless pronoun is interesting but I felt it was 
ultimately untenable because forced language change on a widespread scale is rarely if 
ever possible (…)” [Native English speaker] 
However, it could also be that English speakers simply feel so strongly that singular 
they is sufficient for the cause of gender neutral language use in English that they do not 
feel another pronoun is needed, as several participants expressed in their feedback as 
well: “English already has a genderless third person pronoun, ‘they’” (see Appendix C). 




the English participants, obviously, their native language, might have had an effect on 
question 19, as sometimes native speakers oppose any change to their own language, 
whereas L2 speakers may not have the same kind of emotional ties to the language in 
question. 
A significant yet expected finding was that the majority of participants who do not 
identify themselves as men or women viewed gender neutral language use as important 
(87%), and all of them also thought language can indeed affect our perception of reality, 
which might be due to these participants possibly having personally experienced 
difficulties related to not having an accepted personal pronoun to refer to themselves for 
example. Consequently, the majority, 60%, also expressed a wish for a new pronoun. 
Moreover, albeit significantly fewer than in the gender category other, more women 
(33%) than men (15%) thought a new pronoun was needed. It is likely that some of the 
female participants felt singular they was sufficient for their needs and thus did not feel 
a new pronoun was needed, whereas participants in the gender category other most 
likely pursue a fully new pronoun, since singular they may not fulfil their needs as its 
use is often restricted to indefinite antecedents. That overall approximately 24% of 
participants felt a new 3rd person singular gender neutral pronoun was needed, seems 
significant and perhaps predicts changes to both the English pronominal system as well 
as our gender perception. It remains to be seen, whether a new, commonly accepted 
gender neutral pronoun will emerge in English; the Swedish example of hen suggests 
the addition is possible. However, Swedish is a much smaller language, whereas 
English is spoken in such vast areas that a change like this might take a long time to 
spread and become commonly accepted. 
In conclusion, the survey revealed that a clear majority preferred singular they with 
indefinite antecedents (over 80%), whereas for example the generic she was chosen 
only by 1-4% of the participants and the generic he by 11-15% in unspecified contexts. 
The results also showed that a significant majority supports gender neutral options in 
general and also views gender neutral language use as important. However, the survey 
also revealed that masculine generics are not extinct yet, as they were chosen by a 




Some questions were left unanswered, which could potentially be answered in future 
studies. For example whether singular they functions fully as a gender neutral 3rd person 
pronoun, as was suggested by some of the participants, or whether its usage is still 
restricted to unknown antecedents. Another interesting aspect to study is why some 
people still use masculine generics, even though they have been proven to be sexist. Is it 
a question of not knowing any better? Are there any arguments for the use of masculine 
generics besides tradition and convention? Moreover, do they oppose other language 
change as well, and if, then why? These are just some questions that could be answered 
in future studies, for example by conducting a similar survey that was used in the 
present study, but either using more specific questions or interviewing the participants 
after they have filled in the survey. 
The possible L2 languages of the participants, which were unfortunately not 
acknowledged within this study, could be taken into account in future studies, to see 
whether fluency in a foreign language affects the person’s views on their native 
language and their attitudes towards certain language usage. For example one of the 
participants reported in the feedback section that his knowledge of German made him 
see English in a different light (see Appendix C), a quote that also wraps up the theme 
of this paper: 
“I think many English speakers do not understand that the generic/neuter version of the 
third person singular pronoun is 'he'. I also speak German, so to me it makes perfect 
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Appendix A - Final Survey
Language use and attitudes - English
Thank you for your interest in this study. This survey is a part of a Master's thesis in English 
philology conducted at the University of Helsinki, Department of Modern Languages by 
Laura Hekanaho. The thesis concentrates on studying both native and non-native language 
use and language attitudes. Filling out this survey requires fluent English skills.
It will only take 5-10 minutes to complete this survey and participation is highly 
appreciated. You may quit the survey at any time, in which case your answers will not be 
used. If you have already submitted your answers and wish to withdraw from the study, or 
have any questions regarding the study, please contact me at laura.hekanaho@helsinki.fi
All answers will be handled anonymously.
* Required
Native language *
This questionnaire focuses on native speakers of English and native Finnish speakers who are
fluent in English. For other varieties of English (besides American and British), please choose
"Other" and specify.
 English - American
 English - British
 Finnish
 Bilingual - Finnish/Swedish





Have you studied Linguistics? *
 Yes
 No
Language use and attitudes - English
* Required
Language use - English
Part I
In this part of the questionnaire you will be presented with different ways of saying 
approximately the same thing. Choose the most natural option for you in a neutral context.
1. Which of the following sentences would you be most likely to use? *
Choose the most fitting option. Only one option can be chosen.
 All kids are precious
 All children are precious
 All adolescents are precious
 All brats are precious
2. Which of the following sentences would you be most likely to use? *
Choose the most fitting option. Only one option can be chosen.
 All people are created equal
 All mankind is created equal
 All men are created equal
 All human beings are created equal
 All humankind is created equal
3. Which of the following sentences would you be most likely to use? *
Choose the most fitting option. Only one option can be chosen.
 Please give me that letter
 Could you please give me that letter
 Give me that letter
 Would you consider giving me that letter
4. Which of the following sentences would you be most likely to use? *
Choose the most fitting option. Only one option can be chosen.
 If a student drops a pen, they should pick it up
 If a student drops a pen, she should pick it up
 If a student drops a pen, it should pick it up
 If a student drops a pen, he should pick it up
 Other: 
Language use and attitudes - English
* Required
Part II
In this part of the questionnaire you are asked who belong to a certain group of people. You 
can choose more than one option.
For reference, the following age and gender groups are used:
Infant = both genders, age less than 3 yrs 
Boy= male gender, age 3-18 yrs
Girl= female gender, age 3-18 yrs
Man= male gender, 18+ yrs
Woman= female gender 18+ yrs
5. All mankind is created equal *






6. All women are created equal *






7. All men are created equal *






8. All males are created equal *






9. All men in the room were laughing *






10. All womankind is created equal *






11. All men should vote *






12. All men have freedom of speech *






Language use and attitudes - English
* Required
Part III
This part of the questionnaire studies language use. For the first four questions you will be 
presented with a statement and you are asked whether you agree or disagree with this 
statement.









14. Language can affect the way we think and our perception of things. *
For example: If we always use a negative word when referring to a certain group, does that affect


















16. Gender equal language use is important. *










17. Which of the following options would you use when referring to both genders? *
Please choose as many options as you wish.
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels he is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels she is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels they are lucky 
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels it is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels he or she is lucky 
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels she or he is lucky  
 Other: 
18. Which of the following options would fit best for gender equal language use when
referring to both genders? *
Please choose as many options as you wish.
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels he is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels she is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels they are lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels it is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels he or she is lucky
 A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels she or he is lucky
 Other: 
19. Could a new, gender neutral 3rd person pronoun (he, she, it) be added to English? *
A new gender neutral 3rd person pronoun was added to the Swedish language some years ago and
it is used in contexts, where the gender is not known or of no relevance. Some attempts for a
gender neutral pronoun in English have been made (for example
http://genderneutralpronoun.wordpress.com/tag/ze-and-zir/) but none are in official or widespread
use.
No, it is not
needed
No, but it is
needed Perhaps




Language use and attitudes - English
Feedback
Thank you for your participation! If you wish to learn more about this questionnaire or want
to give feedback, you can write your thoughts in the box below or send an e-mail to
laura.hekanaho@helsinki.fi
Appendix B - Covering letters 
 
For university e-mailing lists 
Fluent English speaking Finns and Native English speakers are sought to participate 
in an online survey studying language use and attitudes (in English). 
 
It will only take 5-10 minutes to complete this survey and participation is highly 
appreciated. You may quit the survey at any time, in which case your answers will 
not be used. 
 
The questionnaire serves as a study for a Master’s thesis being conducted at the 
University of Helsinki, Department of Modern Languages, studying both native and 
non-native language use and language attitudes. More information about the study can 
be gained by e-mail:  laura.hekanaho@helsinki.fi 
 
Thank you for your interest in this study. All answers will be handled anonymously. 
 
For Facebook 
Fluent English speaking Finns and Native English speakers are sought to participate 
in an online survey studying language use and attitudes (in English). 
It will only take 5-10 minutes to complete this survey and participation is highly 
appreciated. You may quit the survey at any time, in which case your answers will 
not be used. 
The questionnaire serves as a study for a Master’s thesis being conducted at the 
University of Helsinki, Department of Modern Languages, studyingboth native and non-
native language use and language attitudes. More information about the study can be 
gained by e-mail: laura.hekanaho@helsinki.fi 
Thank you for your interest in this study. All answers will be handled anonymously. 
IMPORTANT! If you have participated in the pilot study, your answers are already 
submitted to the final survey, so please do not fill in the questionnaire again. 




I am currently working on my MA thesis in English Philology (linguistics) and as a 
part of the study I am conducting an online survey regarding language use and 
attitudes. Fluent English speaking Finns and native English speakers are sought to 
participate in this survey. It will only take about 5-10 minutes to fill in the 
survey. All answers will be handled anonymously and participation is highly 
appreciated. More information about the survey can be gained by following the link. 
Thank you for your time. 
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Appendix C - Feedback 
The feedback presented here is categorized in rough themes in no particular order. Some of 
the comments could fit into two or more categories but are placed in the most fitting one. 
Only the feedback from the survey form is included. Translations1 for the Finnish comments 
are provided in parentheses.  
Criticism and comments on the survey 
The choice of phrasings in the questions and choice of answers were odd 
I could have used clarification about the education option. Did it refer to highest completed or 
highest ongoing education? I answered to the latter. 
The questions did not specify if you wanted to know about usage in written or spoken language. I do 
not use "they" to refer to a person whose gender I do not know when speaking, but I do write it. It's 
a bit artificial, but when writing, I want to be gender neutral if I can. When speaking, it is more 
flexible, depending on the situation. 
Regarding the infants/boys/girls/men/women question set, I think it would have been better to split 
the 'infant' group into 'infant (male)' and 'infant (female)'.  
You should probably take in the fact that there are more than two genders. 
For question 3. I woud use: "Can I have that letter" 
Interesting questions. Sometimes I felt that context would change my answer, though. For instance, 
"all men are created equal" is the traditional phrasing and  consequently 'feels right' but in a 
perfectly neutral situation I'd still use "people"instead. 
Hi, thanks for giving other options for gender than male/female in the background questions. But I 
was somewhat surprised that in the actual questions you used "both genders", leaving other 
genders aside. 
As a Finn I realized how much easier it is to speak in gender neutral and equal terms in our own 
mother tongue. Thank you for Hän and He. <3 [He= Finnish third person plural pronoun] 
In questions like 8 and 10 I wanted to answer with only the corresponding gendered terms but the 
combined infant group didn't allow me to (eg. for Q8 I would answer [men / boys / male infants] 
because [men / boys / male & female infants] wouldn't make much sense). 
                                                          
1 The translations are sometimes fairly freely translated and perhaps not very ’good English’, as I am no 
professional translator and sometimes it was difficult to depict the Finnish meaning in a natural way in English.  
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The questionnaire is a bit leading; I wonder if you will get responses diverse enough. It would've 
been fun to participate in the planning of the questionnaire as I've used questionnaires myself. :) 
What's lacking in the study is an insight to the fact that while people tend to be very careful with 
their speech when talking to strangers face to face, all such politeness and reserve goes out of the 
window when people talk to strangers online. Therefore, your questions about talking to strangers 
are not really reflective of people's opinions and habits, since as researchers you have no way to 
know how people constructed the question. After all, talking at length to complete strangers is 
*much* more common online than in real life, unless you're talking to a bank teller or greeting a 
shop assistant, and these are hardly conversations. 
I think for the "who is meant by men/women..." questions, a lot depends on the context. I could see 
a certain kind of feminist using gender neutral "all women" as a rhetorical device, and of course I 
wouldn't tell them that "it doesn't mean that". But then it certainly wouldn't be gender-politics 
neutral. I'm not calling that bad, mind you, just that I think there's a difference between trying to be 
neutral and trying to "even the score". 
Could have been better constructed. Seems skewed toward non gender inclusive language. 
This was very interesting. It made me think, and I'm still not sure did I really give the answers that 
felt the most true. 
It may be useful to ask the geographical region a person resides in as in personal experiance the 
english spoken varies significant in britain for different regions 
It was difficult to choose a fitting answer to which sentence I would use as the context or even mode 
(spoken or written lg) was not specified. 
interesting that "infant" are apparently neuters? I'd include male/female infants in some but not all 
of the answers back there. 
it was difficult to decide how to answer the questions that had "infants" as an option. Sometimes, I 
wanted to include baby girls or baby boys, only. Was I supposed to include all infants or leave them 
out in such cases? 
Question 18 "A person who is entitled to extra benefits often feels it is lucky". "It" in this instance 
may refer to the benefit rather than the person. I would guess some respondents choosing this 
answer did not intend to refer to a person as "it". 
An interesting questionnaire. I'm wondering if on page 2(?) reading sentences like "all 
women/womankind are created equal" affect the later sentences like "all men have freedom of 
speech" and make them seem gender specific even when someone might in fact use it to refer to 
both genders...? 
In regards to your question #3, I would have worded a response in this manner:  Would you please 
give me the letter. 
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The questions involving "men, women, infants" etc. were a bit ambiguous, e.g. "womankind" 
obviously includes infant girls but not infant boys - but there was no way to pick only "half of the 
infants". 
Some of the questions about language use were a bit leading maybe. At least to someone who has 
studied linguistics. Maybe you should consider rephrasing them to make them less biased. 
Otherwise, an interesting study! 
The question where we were asked to mark by tics in the boxes to whom (boys, girls, men, women, 
infants) the proposed sentences are referrring to was slightly misleading or confusing. I for instance 
started to think whether you meant to ask who I think the word "man" refers to in the 
sentences/statements now or who it should refer to. I know that even if the word man/men is used 
in these statements, it refers to "people". But still I chose just "man" in the answering boxes even if I 
think the voting thing for instance (as a human rights issue or like) refers to both men and women. 
Hmmm... These questions can be a bit tricky so please pay attention to this possible 
misunderstanding when analysing the results! There might be more of us that perhaps have 
misunderstood - one way or the other. 
Voisit vaihtaa järkkää kysymyksille, konteksti muuttuu näille kaikkia koskeville termeille jos kysytään 
ekaks toisesta sukupuolesta. Elikkäs jos kysytään aluksi "All men are created equal", luulis että tässä 
tarkotetaan kaikkia yleensäkkin, mutta kun sitä ennen kysytään "All women are created equal" niin 
pittää miettiä kahesti että onko tämä nyt miehistä erikseen vai kaikista, varsinkin jos heti perään 
kysytään uroksista (All males..??). Muuten ihan jees, postaa tulokset reddittiin ku saat valmiiks! (You 
could change the order of the questions, the context changes for the terms if you first ask about the 
other gender. I mean, if you put “All men are created equal” first, you’d think everyone in general is 
meant, but then you put “All women are created equal”, so one has to think twice whether it’s 
about men only or everyone, especially if the next question is about “all males”??. Otherwise it was 
okay, post the results on Reddit when you’re ready!) 
The part where it was asked who belong to "mankind" and such, was very confusing. 
Question 7 is psychologically loaded because of the question preceding it.  As a standalone question, 
I think you'd see different results to "all men are created equal" than you do when it immediately 
follows "all women are created equal" and other questions with clear gender divisions. 
"People change their way of talking when with strangers." - I strongly agree this happens, especially 
with most people, but it is different to what degree their language changes. Do they avoid certain 
topics or do they use different kinds of pronouns? How do they use language in any case? To me, 
this particular question was basically just a yes/no question, not a question of "how much". 
Great survey! I was unsure whether to include infants when faced with question of whether "all 
womankind" or "mankind" - In the US, in an English-speaking setting, either of these would refer to 
infants of the corresponding sex as well. 
Some questions rely on a situation, for example saying "All men are created equal" depends on the 
person saying it, the audience and the tone and whatnot. 
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Americans are very entrenched in gender, and will almost always know the sex of a baby. In turn, we 
place gender on infants against their will, and would include female infants in "womankind," as well 
as male infants in "mankind."  
In the "give me that letter" question, I would normally say "Could you give me that letter?," which 
was not one of the options, and there was no "other" option. 
You may have an issue with Americans that will bias your study. "All men are created equal" is a line 
from our governing documents and is widely known and understood to include all adults. Many 
Americans will use this in a gender neutral manner simply because it is a well known quote whose 
meaning is understood to be broader than the specific words used. 
For some of the questions where infants were an option, my answer would have only applied to one 
gender of infants.  
Q10. I wouldn't probably use the whole word as mankind is humankind to me. But we change and if 
some is persistent and wants he/she to be called womankind, I would. Q13 Compared to who? Q14 
Connotation of the word is always in your mind. If a person is ignorant, they can say innocently 
anything. Maybe one of the better examples would be religion - uskonto, where word religion has a 
completely different origin as uskonto. We finns truly just believe things, where as religion tries to 
explain how things are connected. [uskonto translated to religion, derived from the verb ‘uskoa’, to 
believe] 
There are more than two genders. 
Answering the questions about what expression would you use in a "neutral context" was a bit 
tricky. I have no idea what a neutral context would be, if such a thing exists. Also, I was not sure if 
those questions referred to spoken language only, or if written language might be included as well. 
Some of the questions were a bit difficult to answer, because language is sooo situatinal. I apologize 
for not being able to give you examples, since I haven't got the time to go back in the questionnaire. 
Don't know if this matters or not, but as an American, the "All men are created equal" language is 
super familiar due to its inclusion in the Declaration of Independence. I was taught since I was little 
that "men" in that phrase means "all people", so even though I don't *like* that it's a male-only 
pronoun, it still sounds inclusive to me. 
The politeness question omitted a variant I would likely use: "Can you give me the letters?" The bare 
"give" sounds too demanding, just "please" sounds impatient, and the others seem overly polite for 
the situation. 
Perhaps you should include a question about women's studies or familiarity with feminism? I 
previously took some courses on women's studies (and yes, "friends" with majors in the "hard" 
sciences rolled their eyes at me). 
interesting that "infant" are apparently neuters? I'd include male/female infants in some but not all 
of the answers back there. 
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Remember "All men are created equal" is a bible phrase so it carries its own connotations outside of 
the statements' meaning. 
Womankind doesn't really exist.  Mankind traditionally referred to humans rather than males.  
There isn't (or certainly wasn't previously) a feminine counter to the word. 
It is used for objects in English, not people.  I don't know if you're aware of that and just covered 
bases for those that don't speak English as a first language or not. 
The last question should include 'they' as an already existing 3rd person singular gender neutral 
pronoun. 
The use of infants was confusing, they're not gender neutral so I found them an inappropriate 
answer to all gender specific questions even when they could have been covered by the word.  You 
may find people ignoring it like I did as a result, which could in turn skew your data slightly. 
Hei! Kysymyksessä jossa määriteltiin sukupuoliryhmiä olisin lisännyt myös vaihtoehdot "female 
infants" tai "male infants" muutamaan kysymykseen, mutta koska vaihtoehto "infants" käsitti sekä 
mies- että naispuoliset vauvat, jätin kohdan ruksaamatta. Jos muistat ja jaksat, voisitko laittaa tiedon 
gradun valmistumisesta osoiteeseen [e-mail address]? Kiinnostaa tietää mitä kysymyksillä tarkkaan 
haettiin. Onnea kirjoittamiseen.(Hi! In the question where you asked to define the gender groups I 
would have added options for “female infants” and “male infants” to some of the questions, but 
since the option “infants” included both male and female babies, I didn’t choose it. If you 
remember, could you inform me when your MA thesis is ready [e-mail address]?) 
There are more than two genders so suggesting there is only two is incredibly offensive to some 
members of the LGBTQ* community. This is something you should have considered especially when 
making a survey on gender in the English language. 
RE: Q13. You might find that some people speak very reserved with family and much more openly 
with friends - in particular when it comes to political opinions and language. 
In questions like 8 and 10 I wanted to answer with only the corresponding gendered terms but the 
combined infant group didn't allow me to (eg. for Q8 I would answer [men / boys / male infants] 
because [men / boys / male & female infants] wouldn't make much sense). 
You made me think about my use of "mankind" - it's unnecessary gender specific, however, using a 
more accurate "humankind" in its place doesn't sound "right" and ever so slightly jars.  Interesting. 
For number 3, I would be more likely to say "Could/Can you give me that letter(, please)?" as the 
formal equivalent to "Give me that letter" rather than any of the options you gave. 
I don't know that number 7, "All men in the room were laughing", makes sense. Shouldn't it be "All 
the men in the room were laughing"? "All men" refers to men in general and can't refer to a specific 
set of men i.e. the ones "in the room". 
Just want to make it clear that for me the the "it" in "it is lucky" is not used in the sense of it being a 
third person pronoun. For me it is as in "the situation is lucky". Pick would never use "it" to describe 
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people. Also, "all men should vote" - I ticked men and women because I am aware of its use in this 
context, but would never use it in a sentence myself. I would use "they",  
I wasn't sure if the questions with "infants" as an option meant infants of the mentioned sex or not. 
I would include female infants in womankind, for example. I also feel like "they" is a fine pronoun 
when it is irrelevant or unknown gender. 
In the section where infant meant both male and female infants, and where I have chosen either Women,  
Girls, and Infants, or Men, Boys, and Infants, I meant only female infants or male infants, respectively. 
Regarding gender neutral language 
Gender Neutral language is not needed because it is really for a minority of people and alienates 
people against this minority. However english is a language is always changing so may happen in the 
future. 
As an add-on to the final question, I think it is important for people to understand the necessity of a 
gender-neutral pronoun, but I think it's silly and unnecessary that people want to create a brand 
new word - 'they' fits the bill perfectly, and from my experience it is what most people already use 
in everyday conversation when they don't know the sex of the person being discussed. 'It', however, 
is far too dehumanizing and slightly impolite as it is used for inanimate objects and often animals 
(which I still find rude; I give people a death-glare if they dare refer to my cat as an 'it' instead of a 
'she'). 
Making a fuss about gender neutral language is ridiculous. While there is a significant amount of 
transgender people in the world, the percentage of transgender people who identify as neither man 
or woman is minuscule, and because of that, we shouldn't forcefully mold language (And possibly 
enforce the use of that language through law under some absurd anti-discrimination legislation) so 
we don't accidentally hurt someone's feelings. I don't believe there is a need to force a factitious 
gender-neutral pronoun into the English language. Furthermore, I doubt the use of gender-neutral 
language would become extremely popular amongst the general population, unless it was enforced 
through the law, which isn't something most sane people want. Or are we trying to recreate 1984's 
infamous newspeak? 
I wouldn't use "she" or "she or he" as a generic because it would tend to make the other person 
briefly wonder whether I'm referring to something specific / out of the ordinary, whereas "he" and 
"he or she" has become conventional and flows naturally. Really all there is to it for me. 
Usein sukupuolipronomineja käyttäessä unohdetaan, että niistä on myös hyötyä. Toki niistä syntyy 
diskursseja ja tietynlaisia näkymättömiä luokkia. Mielummin neutraali kuitenkin, kuten suomessa. 
(When using gendered pronouns people often forget they can be useful too. Surely they raise 
questions [discourse] and certain invisible classes [meaning unclear]. However, I prefer a neutral 
pronoun like we have in Finnish.) 
Interesting survey. I understand the power of language, but do not believe that gender neutrality 
(no longer using mankind for both genders, inventing pronouns) would be an asset to equality. That 
is all. 😊 
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cool survey, I am always glad when I hear people saying he or she or just she for unknown "a 
person" situations because I think it normalizes that women are just regular people not anomalies. 
A schoolteacher (I'm quite sure it was [name deleted]) once presented the class with a riddle: When 
is man not a man? Obviously the answer is when she is a woman, but as an arbitrary by-the-ear 
speaker not being able to answer the question stuck to me as the single greatest language lesson 
I've learned in the finnish school system. 
"All men should vote." - While I usually see this as excluding women, I can also see that some people 
don't know about the difference, and I tend to understand what they mean; get the meaning behind 
the message. 
he or she is fine (h/s) 
I think many English speakers do not understand that the generic/neuter version of the third person 
singular pronoun is 'he'. I also speak German, so to me it makes perfect sense that English is like this. 
Most of my countrymen (men? oops, there I go again), however, do not understand this. I know 
from teaching experiences. Best of luck. 
He or she' usage is slightly annoying to me. Using 'they' instead of 'he or she' may be considered 
grammatically incorrect but it still conveys a meaning, which is what language is intended to do. In 
my honest opinion, 'she/he' advocates are making a bigger deal out of it than it needs to be. 
A more productive approach might be to use our existing words, but phrase things more inclusively.  
I accept traditional phrases like "All men are created equal" or "One giant leap for mankind" but 
moving forward we should be more conscientious about saying "All people are created equal" or 
"One giant leap for humanity." Just my thoughts.  Keep up the great work, I'll be interested to see 
your results.  
Sukupuolineutraaliin kieleen tulisi kiinnittää huomiota, mutta samalla sukupuolineutraali ilmaus on 
parhaimmillaan täysin huomaamaton ja toimii puhuttavan kielen ehdoilla. Suomalaisilla kirjailijoilla 
ei ole ongelmia erottaa romaanin kohtauksen henkilöitä toisistaan, vaikka meillä ei ole eri 
pronominia miehelle ja naiselle tai nuorelle ja vanhalle. Samoin englantia ei ole vaikea puhua 
sukupuolineutraalisti jo olemassaolevilla keinoilla. (One should pay attention to gender neutral 
language use, but at the same time gender neutral expressions are at best unnoticeable and in 
accordance with the conventions of the spoken language. Finnish writers have no trouble 
distinguishing between the characters in a novel, even though we do not have different pronouns 
for men and women or for young and old [people]. Similarly, it is not difficult to speak gender 
neutral English, using already existing expressions.) 
Suomea äidinkielenään puhuvana, mutta työn puolesta englanniksi kommunikoivana koen usein 
vaikeana tilanteen, jossa tekijän sukupuolta ei tunneta ja joutuu käyttämään he/she pronominia. 
Mikä minä olen määrittelemään kenenkään sukupuolta. Monesti keskustelussa muiden puhuessa 
anonyymistä pronominilla "he" tulee lähes automaattisesti lisättyä väliin nopeasti ”or she”. (As a 
native Finnish speaker, but as someone who uses English at work a lot, I find it hard to use the 
he/she pronouns when the gender of the actor is not known. Who am I to define anybody’s gender. 
Often in conversations when others talk about the anonymous [indefinite antecedent] with the 
pronoun “he”, one/I [reference unclear in Finnish] almost automatically adds “or she”.) 
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I answered "no" to the final question because I really don't see how such a change would be 
possible in English...there are too many people from too many places/cultures to artificially or 
purposefully introduce a change like that.  I would similarly wish that English had a more 
logical,regular spelling, but I don't see that happening, though I know that happened with Dutch  
several decades ago. I would be interested in seeing the final study [e-mail address] 
I understand the power of language, but do not believe that gender neutrality (no longer using 
mankind for both genders, inventing pronouns) would be an asset to equality. That is all. 😊 
He/she he or she looks extremely clumsy in writing so I tend to avoid using it, which often involves 
rewriting sentences (I work for the government). I would like to use 'they' instead but people can 
get picky about it as it goes against what they have learnt - I work outside the UK mainly with ESL 
speakers. It's a bit frustrating. 
"people" or maybe "adults" if I wanted to exclude under 18s. Using men to refer to both genders 
feels archaic to me. 
Re the last question:  s/he is, occasionally, used.  I think it would work well. 
He is and other 'male specific' terms are used in the law to denote both sexes and it would be a lot 
of hassle to sort through hundreds of years of case law and statute to change it. 
Comments on new pronouns and language change 
Many trans and nonbinary people use various pronouns such as "they" or "xe". Using the pronounce 
"it" to refer to NB people is highly offensive and LGBTQ+ organizations specifically caution people 
not to call people using this pronoun unless the person already indicated that that is their preferred 
pronoun. 
In my opinion, the use of "they" would be the most natural instead of trying to add a completely 
arbitrarily made up new word. I know people say that the grammar doesn't work out, but grammar 
has changed a lot throughout history, and I have a feeling that it might as well change in that 
direction even without us noticing, really. The use of "they" as a neutral singular pronoun is maybe 
not accepted everywhere, but I feel that it gets used more and more and have seen it being used 
even in textbooks (maybe not for English, but let's say something like middle/high school math). 
I'd rather see "they" adopted as a gender-neutral pronoun than "ze" or "zir" or the other artificial 
pronouns. Gender-neutrality is a hard enough subject as it is, and adopting an outlandish pronoun 
might backfire and undo some of the progress so far. I mean, people shun change; doubly so when it 
is something seemingly artificial that is forced upon them. That being said, the Finnish "hän" is quite 
handy. 
I understand that this is a gender-issue form. But there is no need for any third gender word 
because there is no third gender. When one comes into existence, then there will be need for it. 
People sometimes have delusions and like to think they are a third gender, but it just isn't a reality.  
As far as the Ze and Zir ideas go, I don't know. If people want to use those words, power to them. 
But I do not see them ever getting accepted as words, until they become a real reality. 
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This was a very interesting survey! I answered 'no, but it is needed' to the last question because I 
feel that with the Anglo sphere as it is, with continuing prevalent sexism, it would be almost 
impossible to introduce a gender neutral pronoun without much ridicule 
When talking about unknown person(s) in English, I tend to choose "he" as if I'm talking about 
myself, since I identify as male. In Finnish, I tend to use "it" for everything: humans, animals, and 
objects. Using "ze/zir" or "ve/vir" sounds artificial, like something out of a science fiction book, 
which is not a bad thing. 
You should look at some BC (Canada) usage of third person singular genderless pronouns that are 
reportedly in use by BC LGBT teens (I think it's ze or xe, but can't recall off the top of my head). 
The final question about a new genderless pronoun is interesting but I felt it was ultimately 
untenable because forced language change on a widespread scale is rarely if ever possible and is 
unnecessary because, despite the protestations of style critics, 'they' tends to under most cases 
work just fine (at least in English). It sometimes feels a touch impersonal due to our reliance on 
he/she and the assumption that gender would always be known as an easily identifiable binary 
state. That said more and more there seems to be high levels of awareness that not everyone 
identifies with their physical gender. An exception I'd make would be in this case where someone 
actively does not identify as he or she and offers up a preferred pronoun that they would like you to 
use when referring to them. Even then though, it's impractical unless a standard is adopted to 
invent new pronouns on the fly for each person and expect all those around you to memorize your 
pronoun, so basically while I think there could be value in one standard, especially in a time of 
growing awareness of gender identity, I think it's not actionable in a controlled way (proposing ze as 
the solution and therefore it is so for instance). Then again, this may just preaching to the choir, 
forgive me if it is. 
I suggested for written English "s/he", as they use in Spanish for ex. "tod@s".  They could use that in 
Swedish also: "h@n" . 
I believe that English cannot have a gender-neutral pronoun mandated because there is no central 
body that monitors English use, because it is spread over several large countries, and because it is 
widespread as a second language internationally. I also find the manufactured gender neutral 
pronouns extremely clumsy and awkward sounding.  However, I do wish ou and a hadn't fallen out 
of use. 
I desperately want a gender neutral not-"it" word to refer to the third gender.  Many times I'm 
trying to refer to my co-worker (who is biologically male, expressively female, considers self non-
gendered) and have no pronoun to use.  "It" is so offensive, he/she doesn't work, and they implies 
another person. 
I think this is great research.  Our gendered pronouns are problematic and I think it would be great if 
there were a gender-neutral pronoun.  But I think it would be quite a battle to get people to accept 
them.   
I like the idea of a gender neutral animate singular pronoun, but the English language has grown too 
large for universal acceptance of such a thing to be feasible. 
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I would prefer if the 3rd gender-neutral pronoun be a new work rather than "it." A word that could 
indicate a person rather than an object but still be gender free. 
There exist third person pronouns in English, (Xe [pronounced 'zee'] and Hir [pronounced 'here']) 
though they are cumbersome and I personally find them difficult to integrate into my speech. They 
are being used more often now, but are still rare. 
In regards to a neutrally gendered pronoun - I think one of the reasons that zhe, ze and others 
haven't gained much popularity is because they sound like foreign words (even if the sounds to 
make the word exist in English). I think they is so widespread because it feels familiar and already 
'English'. 
For the last question, there is already a third person gender neutral pronoun which is not for objects 
- they. It is almost always clear whether it is meant in this sense or in the third person plural. The 
artificial introduction of ze/zir is likely to be resisted - attempts to officially manipulate language 
often lead to general unease. 
Obviously the lack of a distinct singular form of 'they' can cause a little awkwardness of the 
language, but ultimately if it was important enough it would have been done by now.  
English is not afraid of inventing new words and discarding old ones at the slightest excuse, the fact 
that a word does not exist seems to be proof that it is either not needed or that an alternative 
would be less useful. 
If a new word was created, say 'fe', then it would then just bring about new arguments. Is a baby a 
'fe' or an 'it', how about a fetus, how about a corpse, how about a transgendered person? (It would 
be more useful to invent a combination of a question mark and a comma for when more than one 
question is asked in a sentence) 
The chances of society consciously agreeing such rules without causing great offence are pretty 
minimal, so if a word develops naturally then it would be a good thing but any attempt to artificially 
create one would be divisive and counterproductive as its very use would become a political 
statement which would defeat its very purpose. 
While my answer to the last question was a definite yes, I have yet to hear a gender-neutral set of 
pronouns that are easy to pronounce and don't sound stupid. "Zir" or "Xir" for example are difficult - 
is it pronounced "zeer" or "zihr" - how do you pronounce the X? like a Z? With a click? The issue is 
how to clearly communicate the concept, which will be crucial to making it be accepted in the 
mainstream without alienating more closed-minded people. 
I think people claiming this is 'wrong' and we need to invent a new word are inventing a problem. 
No one has the authority to add anything to the English language. It would only happen because 
prevailing attitudes shift towards gender. Even then, there would probably be a lot of media 
commentary and even consternation in Britain once it became noticed that some people were using 
this. 
As a native Finnish speaker, I feel that it is not by place to "fix" English, but to conform to its use 
regardless how I personally feel about gender neutral expressions. I try to express myself in a very 
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generic way in English, whereas in Finnish I would take more responsibility and use language more 
creatively to go around problematic areas. 
I'd just like to expand on my answer to the last question a bit - trying to introduce a completely new 
word where none currently exists can be very difficult - that is why I answered that a word should 
not be introduced, but it is needed. Just consider how well Helsingin Sanomat [newspaper] managed 
to implement their "sormitietokone" -word for tablets [finger computer], and what sort of a 
reception it received. Instead, a word will naturally fill the void, and it would be difficult to try 
change that. I've heard the word "they" used as a replacement of "he or she" for many years now, 
and I doubt that change can be easily reversed. Eventually it'll sound completely natural. Let it 
happen naturally and it'll stick, guide the opinions and paradigms influencing the usage of different 
words, not the nitty gritty details themselves. 
Hi! As someone who wrote a paper for her linguistics class on the use of singular 'they' and its 
importance regarding gender neutral language (when we talk about neutral language that 
acknowledges the existence of non-binary gender identities instead of merely using he/she equally), 
I just wanted to say that that was likely reflected in my answers. I don't think a new pronoun can be 
introduced into English, but it is possible to reappropriate (or re-introduce) the use of singular they 
for that purpose. Anyway, good luck with your Master's thesis! 
Comments supporting singular they 
I said that a new gender neutral 3rd person pronoun was not needed because I think "they" already 
fits that description, not because I don't think one is needed full-stop. 
Good survey! I like where you're going with this, i'd be interested in reading the results! I personally 
think using them/they/theirs works fine for gender neutral language in English, although many 
prescriptive grammarians would argue against that, but that's their problem. ;) 
I think "they" is already a perfectly good way of expressing gender neutrally in English (might have 
been an option in the last question too). "She" or "he" ( and "they") can always be used according to 
the wishes of the person in question. Also felt that "both genders" might in a way be a bit 
misleading or restricting... but that might not be what you're focused on. Anyway, good luck with 
your study! 
En suomalaisena halunnut suoraan ottaa kantaa sukupuolineutraalin pronominin käyttöönottoon 
viimeisessä kysymyksessä. Joskus englanniksi on nopeaa kertoa henkilön sukupuoli, joskus lauseen 
muodostamisessa joutuu miettimään paljonkin. They-muotoa käytän itse. Koitan myös välttää 
he/she-muotoa viimeiseen asti, esimerkiksi käyttämällä one- tai you-passiivia. (As a Finn I did not 
want to take a stand on adding a new pronoun in the last question. In English, sometimes one can 
depict the gender of a person quickly, sometimes one needs to think of the sentence construction 
for a long time. I use they myself. I also try to avoid the he/she –construction as much as I can by 
using passive constructions with one or you.) 
While I can see some people feel the need for a gender neutral word we do already have "they" for 
this and I feel adding a new word wouldn't help with the underlying issues. 
They. 
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the use of they is perfectly acceptable 
I do not feel that a new 3rd person pronoun is required in (British) English because 'they', 'them', 
and 'their' are sufficient as derivatives of 'themselves' and 'theirselves'. Also, my belief in the 
importance of gender neutral language stems mostly from manners and politeness rather than from 
considerations of gender equality. 
#19 makes the assumption that no neutral 3rd person pronoun exists. "They" has been used as such 
for centuries. 
Last question does not take into account "they", which is already in use and simply should be 
accepted as a gender neutral pronoun in proper grammar. 
Put a pronoun is not needed because of 'they'. 
They is useful,you don't need anything stronger than they to speak of a person you don't know the 
gender of or a group that is mixed 
I believe that the word they exists as a singular pronoun in English. I believe this is usually referred 
to as "singular they." If you google it, you find articles that claim it's been used since before "he" 
became popular. I don't think there was an option in the final question to include my point of view 
on the matter. 
I think the easiest way to incorporated a neutral 3rd person pronoun would be to accept they/them 
as singular when unknown or not male/female. 
To the last question, I answered "Yes, but it is not needed." as we've already had 'they' as a 3rd p.s. 
pronoun for quite some time. 
"you" is singular and plural - why not "they" ? 
I personally think using them/they/theirs works fine for gender neutral language in English, although 
many prescriptive grammarians would argue against that, but that's their problem. ;) 
Here in the US in New York City the "singular" gender neutral pronoun is almost always the third 
person plural. It's usually considered very rude to default to the masculine singular where there is 
gender ambiguity, despite it being correct in person and number. It's better, generally, to make a 
number mistake than a gender mistake. Unfortunately there have been attempts at adding a gender 
neutral animate singular third person pronoun in the past, and it never even came close to catching 
on. E.g. hiser, himer etc.  Both of these now would sound completely bizarre in conversation. So we 
say "they" even though we all know it's wrong. It's still more polite. 
In modern colloquial Canadian usage, the epicene "they" and "them" is used when referring to a 
person of unspecified gender. The gender-neutral "it" cannot be used because it refers to non-
human subjects/objects only. The usage of the epicene grates on grammarians' ears, who will 
instead use "he or she" and "him and her" -- chosen at random for fairness -- but such usage comes 
across as formal these days. This is akin to how the pronoun "one" has largely been replaced by 
"you" in informal speaking. By the way, "most fitting", as written in the questions, is not a phrase a 
typical native English speaker would choose. "Most" refers to a quantity but never to quality. 
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Instead, a native speaker would likely say "most appropriate" or "best fitting". In the former case, 
quality would be imparted by "appropriate", and in the latter, "best" would qualify "fitting". 
for the last question, I believe that singular they and their could rise in popularity and be used as a 
genderless pronoun 
English already has a genderless third person pronoun, "they" 
The last question was a bit odd, as I think having a gender neutral pronoun is good, but we don't 
need to add one, "they" works just fine. 
No need for a new pronoun as "they" suffices. 
Really interesting stuff! The use of "they" as a gender-neutral pronoun is quite common in Australia 
but I don't know how it works elsewhere. A lot of people resist the change but hey, language 
evolves! 
I answered that I use "they" as a singular pronoun. I believe this is grammatically incorrect, but it's 
just how I talk. I try my best not to use it in academic or professional settings. In 50 years it will 
probably be considered correct though. 
Just wanted to say that I don't think a gender-neutral 3rd person pronoun is needed because generic 
"they" is already filling that role! I see it as a natural development to fill a gap in the language, which 
is far more likely to spread than an artificially created substitute. 
Following on from the last question, I believe 'they' is an entirely acceptable gender neutral third 
person singular pronoun with centuries of attested use in English.   
http://motivatedgrammar.wordpress.com/2009/09/10/singular-they-and-the-many-reasons-why-
its-correct/ 
Against singular they 
I'm far more likely to try to find a plural and use "they" as a pronoun than to use the singular with 
any pronoun at all. Singular "they" grates on my nerves. 
Many people use "they" as a gender neutral pronoun, but is grammatically improper because if 
plural/singular error. 
Other comments 
wtf is linguistics?? 
Interesting! I also did my MA thesis on language, attitudes, and identity. Not from the gender point 
of view, though, but regarding the use of foreign language vs. native language. Good luck with your 
work! 
Have a nice day. 
14 
Appendix C - Feedback 
 
Eikö they ole sukupuolineutraali? (Isn’t they gender neutral?) 
Be sure to post some summary to Reddit, too... :) 
This was rather interesting, kiitti! (kiitti=thanks) 
Good luck with your thesis. 
Hei, mukavaa, että tutkit tärkeää asiaa :). (Hi, it’s nice that you’re studying something important.) 
Good luck with your research! 
I just want to say that, when it came to questions like to whom do the words "mankind" and "men" 
refer to, I answered according to what I understand to be general usage – not what I myself would 
prefer. I think it would be best if "men" and "mankind" were not used as umbrella terms for people 
of all genders.  
Greta survey Anon Reddit user. 
Is it words that affect reality or reality that affects words? 
This is an interesting and important subject of study.  
Best of luck to you! 
Nice questions. My major is education so this was fun "trip to the otherside" considering for 
example the questions about equality. Obviously our view is quite different in the research of these 
kind of things and answering to a survey based on linguistics was interesting. ...and why am i writing 
this in English..? :) Mielenkiintosia kysymyksiä, toivottavasti saat tarpeeksi vastauksia. (Interesting 
questions, hopefully you get enough participants.) 
Good luck with your thesis! Hope this helped.  
This was really interesting topic. Many thanks! And good luck with your research - I am eagerly 
waiting for the results. :) 
This was fun to think about! Thank you! 
Thank you! 
An important subject to do research on. 
Hope it helped. 
I'd be very interested in your findings actually. Saw this on Reddit so will keep an eye out! 
very interesting! good luck 
Post the results on /r/linguistics 
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Good luck with your survey! 
This is a very important topic, good luck! 
Hope it helps with your MA :) 
Always happy to help Finns out :) 
Hope you will be able to share the results on Reddit! 
What a current topic, nice! 
Thank you! Good luck. 
I'm really interested in languages and linguistics and I found this survey really enjoyable to fill out 
hello! 
Thank you very much. 
I'd love to see the results of this survey. I go to an international school in San Francisco, CA, and I 
love talking with other classmates about differences in their language. We have a lot of Chinese 
students, and they have a lot of difficulty with using the proper gender because in their language 
everyone is a 'he,' and they don't have past of future tenses in their language. They are constantly 
getting yelled at when they say "when?" because they often just missed something that that 
instructor said that inferred when. If you could publish the results on reddit, or send me an email 
that would be awesome. [e-mail address] <---- that's me. I'm just a curious person. :-) Thanks, 
[name] 
Good luck! 
I am the king of Reddit. 
This questionnaire was interesting! It was fun to participate in your study. 
I would love to see what you do with this info when you get done! Please post to r/linguistics on 
reddit! 
 I would be happy to see the results when its done. My email is [e-mail address] 
Interesting survey. It made me think about how I use language and the contradictions I make when 
referring to people by gender. Preemptive congratulations for getting your master's degree! 
I only took one linguistics class in college and it didn't really discuss these topics, so you might say I 
didn't study it. 
I have many non-binary gendered friends and as such, am likely biased for my age group. 
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Fantastically interesting survey. I'm interested in this too. Could you keep me updated on your 
findings and let me know if you need any help with data analysis or synthesis? My reddit handle is 
[username]; feel free to PM me. 
ALS Ice Bucket Challenge 
Attempts to 'modify' language for purposes of political correctness are no different from those 
attempts made for totalitarian reasons. The Japanese  government during WWII demanded that 
loanwords of English origin be removed from the language. The PC crowd demands the removal of 
'insensitive' words. What's the difference? 
Interesting study! Hope to see your results on r/linguistics some day :) 
It would be nice to be able to view a summary of the data gathered here, but there is no option of 
being put on a mailing list to find out the results. [e-mail address] 
Good luck with your analysis of the data. 
I think it is interesting questionnaire. I mix all the time he/she (not in english so much but with my 3-
4 language) because in Finnish "hän" is for both and I have already an egual way to look the gender. 
Have a nice day and good luck with writing! 
Olen huomannut tekeväni vapaasti englanniksi puhuessani ajoittain pronominivirheitä - etenkin 
tilanteessa, jossa engl. kielisiä ystäviä on Suomessa käymässä eli en ole saanut vaihdettua vielä 
ajatteluani mutkattomasti englanniksi. Silloin saatan kesken puheenvuoronkin viitata naispuoliseen 
ihmiseen he/his/him-pronominilla. (Harvemmin sattuu että miehestä tulisi vahingossa she.) (I have 
noticed I sometimes use the wrong pronoun when I speak English freely, especially in situations, 
where my English speaking friends are visiting in Finland and I have not yet been able to change my 
thinking into English. On these occasions I might refer to a woman with he/his/him (whereas it 
almost never happens that I would refer to a man with she)). 
Good Luck! 
Pidä varas hän on varas [A Finnish saying, perhaps pointing out that some words are ambigitious] 
Koulutustaustakysymykseen toivoisin vaihtoehtoa "other", koska olen henkilö, joka on käynyt sekä 
lukion että parikin eri ammatillista koulutusta. Muuten ei kommentoitavaa. :) (For the question 
about educational background I wished there had been an option “other”, since I have attended 
both high school and various vocational schools. Otherwise, no comments.) 
I feel a little conflicted about my answer to 19. question, after answering to 18. question "they". 
Using "they" still feels somewhat alienating, while in finnish "hän" refers to both genders. I think I 
cannot ze or zir, it sounds really absurd. This survey still was quite fascinating and made me think 
about differences in finnish and english linguistics. I think i still suck at english :) 
I wish to know more. My email is [e-mail address], Thanks, [name]. 
That was interesting! 
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Rather enjoyed that. 
Mobiilikytettävyys ei ollut aivan parhain. :) (Didn’t function well on a mobile) 
Good luck with your studies. :) 
 
